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Fix... bayonets!!! 


Every now and then, | just have no idea 
what to say in this here little corner of the 
magazine. 

| mean, it would be easy to run through 
the cool stuff in each issue, but you're a 
clever lot out there in readerland™, and I’m 
sure you can come up with some ideas 
about that on your own. 

Plus, the contents is just over there 

*points to the right* and just re-iterating 
it all with more exclamation points and 
hyperbole seems a little... empty. 

Actually | am going to kind of touch 
on something in the mag, so don’t get 
too upset, but | want to go off on a wild 
tangent on it, and | figure this is the best 
space for it. 

Computing and gaming and all the 
related stuff means a lot of different things 
to different people. This month | spent a 
lot of time playing Empire: Total War, and 
| suspect the dozens of hours already 
wasted spent on the game are just the tip 
of the iceberg. It might be ‘just’ a computer 
game (sure, a very big and deep one, 
admittedly), but playing it has triggered all 
kinds of urges that extend well beyond the 
game itself. 

For one, it’s reminding me that | 
really need to re-watch The Last of the 
Mohicans again some time soon. | actually 
mentioned this when | was playing the 
game alongside one of the Creative 
Assembly guys who worked on the 
game, and he pointed out that it’s just 
one of many films sitting on their DVD 
shelf in the office. 

Which, | guess, means they 
must be doing something right 
with the game, at least. But it’s also 

reminding me of my love of history. 
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I’m a history buff, and bit of a warnerd 
besides, and Empire really plays on those 
two interests. It’s fascinating to see that 
this game has started to shape the stuff 
| do even when offline. I’m reading books 
on the period, or catching up on some 
of my favourite fiction (Surely I’m not the 
only Patrick O'Brian fan out there?). Or I’m 
looking up the relative merits of tactics of 
the period, or uniform details. Or... 

| guess I’m just happy to be reminded 
that computer games are just as capable 
of inspiring one to learn and expand their 
minds as any good book or film. 

Anyway, if you play the game too, keep 
and eye out for Richard Sharpe - | can’t 
wait to get some multiplayer action! 
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Up to $300 Bonus for Every Notebook and PC 
Free MS Works V9, MS Flight Simulator, MS Ages of Empires, MS Zoo Tycoon, Carry Bag. 


DreamBook Style M76ISR/M54 
From $699 


RRP Inc-GST 


¢ The BEST VALUE notebook 

e Intel Core Duo/Core 2 Duo Processor 

¢ Up to 4GB DDR2 Memory 

¢ 15.4/14.1” Widescreen WXGA Display 

¢ Up to 256MB Integrated Graphics/nVidia 9300 

¢ Optional 802.11b/g Wireless, Bluetooth, 
Integrated 1.3 Mega Pixel Camera 


DreamBook Power 8227 
From $1099 


RRP Inc-GST 


¢ New HIGH PERFORMANCE notebook 

¢ Intel Celeron-M/Core 2 Duo Processor 

¢ Up to 4GB DDR2 Memory 

© 17” Widescreen WXGA Display 

nVidia GeForce Go 8600 512MB dedicated 
PCI Express Graphics 

¢ Integrated 1.3 Mega Pixel Camera 


DreamMicro SOHO Server 1U 


$48 
From $1699 


RRP Inc-GST 


Slim form factor (1U) server ideal for 

Network Infrastructure or Web Applications 
¢ On-site service and support packages available 
¢ Intel Dual Core / Quad Core Xeon Processor 
¢ Up to 8GB DDR2 ECC Memory 
© Up to 4 SAS/SATAII Hot-Swap HDD RAID 0/1/10/5 
¢ KVM over IP, Remote Management, 3 x Lan 


DreamBook Lite IL1 (I'd love 1) 
From $399 


RRP Inc-GST 


Up to 8 hours 
Battery Life 


e An amazing new notebook you'll absolutely love 
¢ VIA C7-M 1.0GH2z/1.2GHz Processor 

¢ 60/40GB Hard Drive 

¢ Up to 1GB DDR2 Memory 

¢ 7”/8.9” Widescreen Display 

¢ In-built Camera & 802.11b/g Wireless 

¢ 3-in-1 Card Reader, High Definition Audio 


DreamBook Power M57T 
From $2799 


RRP Inc-GST 


nVidia 
9800GTX 


¢ High performance high end graphics workstation 
¢ Intel CENTRINO 2 Dual/Quad Core Processor 

¢ Up to 8GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 

¢ nVidia GeForce Go 9800GT 512MB/9800GTX 1GB 
¢ 17.1” Widescreen WUXGA Crystal Bright Display 
Free Fingerprint Reader 

2 Mega Pixel Camera 


DreamBook Power M86 
From $2299 


RRP Inc-GST 


nVidia 
9800GTS 


Super high end and compact workstation 
¢ Intel CENTRINO 2 Dual/Quad Core Processor 
© Up to 8GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 
¢ nVidia GeForce Go 9800M GTS 1GB 
PCI Express Graphics 
15.4” Widescreen WXGA/WUXGA Crystal Bright 
© 2 Mega Pixel Camera 


DreamBook Lite IL4 (I'd love 4) 
From $699 


RRP Inc-GST 


6-Cell battery 
Lasts up to 
8 hours 


¢ Ultra Portable, Best Value 10.2" notebook 
© Intel Atom/VIA C7-M 1.6GHz Processor 

© 10.2” Widescreen WXGA Display 

¢ Up to 500GB SATA Hard Drive 

¢ Up to 2GB DDR2 Memory 

¢ In-built Camera & 802.11b/g Wireless 

¢ Windows XP Home 


DreamBook Power 9070 
From $1699 


RRP Inc-GST 
nVidia 
9600+9100 


HYBRID SLI 
Graphics 


¢ Advanced Power Saving high end workstation 

¢ Intel CENTRINO 2 Dual/Quad Core Processor 

¢ nVidia GeForce Go 9600M GS-512MB + 
9100GM Up to 256MB Hybrid SLI PCI-E Graphics 

¢ 18.4” Wide WUXGA (16:9) Crystal Bright Display 

¢ Optional TV Tuner, 1.3 Mega Pixel Camera, 
Wireless 802.11b/g/n, Blu-Ray, Bluetooth 


DreamVision Power SLI PC 
From $949 


RRP Inc-GST 


¢ Powerfull Dual/Quad Core Performance 
e Intel Pentium D / Core 2 Duo / Core 2 Quad CPU 
¢ Up to 8GB DDR2/DDR3 Memory 
¢ Up to 2 x nVidia GeForce 9800GX2 1GB 
PCI Express SLI Graphics Cards 
© Up to 3 SATA Hard Drives RAID 0/1/5 
Multiple case choices & customisable options 


All prices include GST, exc. freight, all images are for illustrative purposes only. Errors and omissions accepted. Free 1 Year On-site Pickup & Return Warranty, 2 and 3 Years Optional. 


DreamBook Tablet TN12 
From $1699 


RRP Inc-GST 


¢ Great Value, Portable & Light notebook 

¢ Intel Core 2 Duo Processor 

¢ Up to 4GB DDR2 Memory 

© 12.1" WXGA (1280x800) with touch panel 
¢ Build in 8X DVD RW, 3.5G Optional 

¢ Free Fingerprint Reader 


DreamBook Power TW8 
From $1199 


RRP Inc-GST 


nVidia 


¢ Great value high performance workstation 
¢ Intel CENTRINO 2 Dual/Quad Core Processor 
¢ Up to 8GB DDR2 Memory 
¢ 15.4” Widescreen WXGA Display 
¢ nVidia GeForce Go 9600M GS-512MB 

PCI Express Graphics 
¢ 4-in-1 Card Reader, High Definition Audio 


DreamBook Tough $15 
From $2499 


RRP Inc-GST 


¢ Great Tough Notebook 

¢ Rugged exterior, shock and spill resistant 
¢ Drop proof under 76cm 

¢ Hot Swappable Battery 

¢ Integrated 1.3 Mega Pixel Camera 

e Smart Card Security Feature 

¢ Military standard 810F 


*1SO 9001 Quality Endorsed Company QEC11489 * Commonwealth Government Endorsed Supplier 263 « State, Local, Government, Education Contract Supplier 


Build your own dream! 


www.pioneer.net.au 


1300 883 218 / sales@pioneer.net.au 


Dreamcare.com.au 


New online service and. 
for all brands of PGs, I 
and Servers. 


ASUS provide support for __ 
Australian breasts : 


ASUS supporting the NBCF - and more. 


We've been kept pretty up to date with ASUS 
news from their PR team, but most of the news 
that comes through isn’t really all that interesting 
for you guys to know — except for this one. 
ASUS, being a prolific and absolutely 
mammoth tech manufacturer, have partnered 
up with the National Breast Cancer Foundation 
to provide funding through the sales of some of 
their most popular tech. 
The EEE lappies have been really popular 
for Atomicans running around with custom- 


compiled Linux distros on them, but the 
new Pink EEE S101H will have a portion 
of the money garnered from sales donated 
directly to the Aussie foundation. 

Their Managing Director had this to say: 

“ASUS is happy to be supporting the NBCF 
and its commitment to finding a cure for breast 
cancer. We are proud to partner with the NBCF 
once again and have the utmost respect for the 
organisation - ASUS will do what it can to assist 
this worthy cause.” 


The new lappy is selling for a rather large 
$1099, but it’s still nice to see ASUS supporting 
Australia specifically. 

We'll keep you abreast of any updates to the 
situation as they arise. 


Microsoft to buy depth- 
sensing camera company? 


Motion sensing to give Xbox 360 another possible lease of life. 


Microsoft's Xbox 360 is a pretty popular console 
in the raging gaming industry right now, but it 
has been eclipsed in sales by a tiny little white 
box and stick - the Nintendo Wii. 

Wii's accessible motion sensing (apart 
from making you look like an attention- 
starved person) tech means that 
practically everyone from kiddies to 
grannies can pick up a controller and 
start playing, something that the Xbox 
controller can’t claim. 

The answer? Buy a company 
that already does this funky motion- 
interactive tech — enter 3DV. It consists 
of a depth-sensing camera that can tell 
how close or far an object is from the 
lens, and perhaps the best feature of it 
is that it’s not in colour. 

Being monochrome might seem 
more restrictive than using 256MB 
of memory with Vista, but in reality it 


gives the camera the ability to recognise shapes 
clearly. You'll be able to open windows and scroll 
around on your PC (assuming 
they make it compatible) or use 
it with your Xbox. 
Bill Gates reckons that this 
is a pretty neat piece of kit, 
something that you can use just 
as you would in real life. He used 
the example of a tennis game 
— just pick up your racket and play 
in front of the camera as normal, 
and your actions will be translated 
into gamespeak and shown on 


the screen. 
a This is a fascinating 
@.° eo technology, but we're 
g ~@ still wary of giving 


computers eyes 
— Skynet is just around 
the corner after all! 


NASA’s latest 
space mishap 


Only shortly after the mid-space blunder of 
February's Friday the 13th, there has been 
another NASA-related accident. 

Anew Satellite was intended to be flown up 
into low-earth orbit yesterday, which had a very 
different mission compared to the communication 
and observation satellites already up there. 

Called the Orbiting Carbon Observatory, or 
OCO, this satellite was intended to orbit the 
Earth and monitor the heaviest concentrations of 
Carbon Dioxide, as well as monitor the most likely 
areas where carbon seems to pool. 

Launched upwards in a Taurus XL rocket, 
NASA had a failure at the very last stages of flight. 

Most rockets in use today are multi-stage, and 
consist of separate rockets that begin together, 
and fall away piece by piece until just the payload 
is left to be ejected into space. 

However, the OCO satellite didn’t break away 
from the rocket — instead it clung to it like a howler 
monkey to a rich tourist's face, taking it back 
down planetside and straight into a US$270 
million waste of money. 

The whole issue is just another example of 
how tech can go wrong, in one of the most 
spectacularly destructive ways 


porn. We'd never download that... 


New York Governor David Paterson wants to 
tax Internet porn in a bid to cream off cash from 
downloads. The four per cent tax will apply to 
downloads of music, software, books, videos 
and other Internet content. However, since most 
downloading is porn it is effectively a porn tax. 
Those opposed to porn on the web said that 
if New York brings in the tax it would have to 
encourage the downloading of porn to boost its 
revenues. If this kind of thinking moves to other 
countries, we’re going to need every cent of the = 
upcoming stimulus package just to keep up with our - 
downloading habits! Music downloading, this is; not I 


The Large Hadron Collider is both the largest triumph 
of engineering we've seen in years and the biggest 
experiment to not-quite-happen yet. We covered the 
LHC back in November, back when it hadn’t yet run 
into the cooling system malfunction that essentially 
rendered the entire 27km loop inoperable. 

Costing a phenomenal $USS5 billion (or even more) 
so far, repairs are supposed to hit an extra US$16 
million just to get it functional again, requiring a 
complete cleaning and checking of all of the magnets in 
that giant loop — all 53 of them. With any luck the LHC 
will be back to its good old particle-smashing self by 
the end of October 2009, assuming the first test beams 
in September perform adequately. 


MS/ X58 Pro 


The Highest Spectrum of Cost and Performance 


The dual launch of Intel’s latest Core i7 quad- 
core processors and X58 chipset brought demon- 
strable improvements for specifications and 
performance, and attracted the world’s attention 
— particularly those demanding top performance. 


The Plenty of Technical 
Features Based on Eclipse 
Series 


The MSI X58 Pro utilizes Intel X58 + 
ICH10R chipset, supporting the entire 
line of Intel Core i7 processors. With it 
ultra-high bandwidth QPI (Quick Path 
Interconnect) transmission system, and 
triple channel high-speed DDR3 memory 
technology. Furthermore, the X58 Pro 
features many of the same functions of 
the acclaimed Eclipse main board series, 
for smooth overclocking and a more 
complete spec set. The board utilizes all 
solid capacitors and shielded chokes to 
extend the product's lifespan and reduce 
core power loss. Along with the abundant 
array of I/O ports and ideal size for PC 
cooling modulation, this board is a truly 
robust system base. 


Hardware aside, MSI X58 Pro equips 
BIOS with a complete feature set — 
allowing for optimal modification and 
personalization. Via the “Cell Menu” 


The design of solid capacitors and —_ Split Thermal System combined with 
performance and artistic layout. 


shielded chokes will expand the 
lifespan and improve the stability. 


However, the platform’s high price tag was too 
hard for many to swallow, and a great number- 
consumers were unwilling to make the switch to 
these new specs. Having successfully released 
the Eclipse and Platinum series of X58 main 
boards, MSI continues to develop its X58 line and 
meet many gamers’ demands for a strong 
performance/price product — MSI X58 Pro. The 
all new X58 Pro not only follows in the spec- 
strong footsteps of the Eclipse series, it also 
radically attacks the high price associated with 
Intel’s new series. MSI X58 Pro is in the highest 
spectrum of competitive pricing, specifications 


and performance. 


overclockers can freely adjust their PC’s 
performance by tuning the CPU clock 
speed and memory frequencies. 
Voltages, skew settings, memory timings 
and more can all be overviewed here, 
and the MSI X58 Pro’s BIOS-flashing 
utility called M-Flash allows users set up 
to different overclocking profiles. 


Unique Power Saving 
Technology—DrMOS and 
APS 


Also worth mention is MSI's unique 
DrMOS and APS power-saving technolo- 
gies. MSI's unique DrMOS chip controls 
the Driver IC, Top and Bottom MOS, and 
other components to constantly deliver 
the optimum power level required. The 
result conserves power, without sacrific- 
ing the ability to overclock and max-out 
PC performance. The low impedance and 
agile response times further ensures a 
high performance-to-power ratio. 


A stable power supply is a necessity for 


i 


The Second generation DrMOS 
chipset gives the MSI X58 Pro the 
ability to provide great performance 


overclocking, and MSI's APS (Active 
Phase Switching) ensures solid supply 
by allowing the user to select the power 
supply type. Coupled with the DrMOS 
solution, these two unique functions give 
our customers power-saving functional- 
ity, while maintaining strong spec 
support and performance. 


The Best Performance and 
Cost X58 Product 


The MSI X58 Pro is a feature-rich main 
board for overclockers: OC switches for 
no fuss overclocking, on-board reset 
and power switches, DrMOS and APS 
technology for cleaner power and lower 
temperatures, a split cooling system, 
ATI's CrossFireX multi-GPU solution and 
more. 


A true overclocker with an affordable 
price — the MSI X58 Pro. 


APS technology provides more efficient 
and flexible power management. 


in both the fields of power saving and 


overclocking. 


Blizzcon 2009 date announced 


Does an earlier date mean we might be getting a hint to a certain 


launch of a certain Starcraft game? 


B lizzard Entertainment has announced the 
date for this year’s Blizzcon event, and 
Blizz-fans are in for a treat — it’s early! 

Last year’s event was in October, but this 


year’s mammoth celebration of all things Blizzard 


will take run over the 21st and 22nd of August, 
and at the same venue. 

“We've been amazed by the incredible 
response to each of our previous BlizzCon 
events,” said Mike Morhaime, CEO and 
cofounder of Blizzard Entertainment. “We're 
pleased to be bringing the convention back to 
Anaheim this year, and we look forward to this 
new opportunity to meet Blizzard gamers from 
around the world.”We’ve been amazed by the 
incredible response to each of our previous 
BlizzCon events,” said Mike Morhaime, CEO 


and cofounder of Blizzard Entertainment. “We're 


pleased to be bringing the convention back to 
Anaheim this year, and we look forward to this 
new opportunity to meet Blizzard gamers from 
around the world.” 


Organisers are expecting the event to be even 
bigger, too, and are expanding it from three halls 


worth of FUN to four halls’ worth. Here’s just a 
taste of the FUN: 


e Hands-on play time with upcoming Blizzard 
Entertainment games. 


e Discussion panels with Blizzard Entertainment 


developers. 

¢ Competitive and casual tournaments for 
players to showcase their talents. 

¢ Community contests with great prizes. 

e¢ Commemorative merchandise based on 
Blizzard Entertainment's game universes. 


e Assilent auction. 
e More exciting activities and attractions to be 
announced. 

Of course, we've got to wonder... why so 
early? We know Starcraft 2 is coming this year, 
but outside of that Blizzard is being its usual 
tight-lipped self. So is this a hint that, at the 
very least, there’ll be playable code at the event, 
or quite possibly the event will be the launch 
itself? Or perhaps that will mark the beta launch 


We know Starcraft 2 is coming this 
year, but outside of that Blizzard is being its 


usual tight-lipped self. 
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Once again there’s been a mess of great 
features on the site over the last month. 


We've started geeking up our content with 
a lot more movie and entertainment material. 


This last month we've had great articles on 


Korean cinema, the best made up ads we've 


ever seen, and taken a look at the science 


behind new US SF show Dollhouse. Just go to 
the Entertainment section of the site for all this 


and more. 
There's also been the usual array of great 


— attendees of last year’s Blizzcon received beta 
keys for Starcraft 2, so maybe that’s what we 
can infer. 

Come on Starcraft 2! 


tech features, and most popular of them all 
has been Vito Cassisi’s PC Fabrication piece. 
In it he goes through every possible price 
point and finds the best possible gear to build 
the perfect PC beast. You can find it here: 
www.atomicmpc.com.au/?136882 


And of course, don’t forget our fabulous 
forums, full of fun, advice and all kinds of 
Atomic shenanigans. 
forums.atomicmpc.com.au 


GEARBOXx ie 


GEARBOX 


All the best and coolest gadgets and gear. 


HTC Dream 


Price plans start at $59 per month Website www.optus.com.au/dream 
Okay, we admit it - we’re pretty damn jealous of every iPhone user out there. We know, 
every product in the iStuff range is a more or less hateful example of over-engineered, over- 
marketed pap, but we’re only human! They’re shiny, and neat, and the iPhone can do so 
much! If only there were an alternative... 

Well, thankfully there is — the new Android-powered HTC Dream. 

This little beauty features a full keyboard, and a host of onboard, Google-powered 
functionality. There’s full email, calendar and contacts functionality, synced with Gmail, as 
well as Instant Messaging support and a fully-featured web browser to deliver the full web 
experience no matter where you go. Plus, there’s a host of apps you can download to cover 
just about every other eventuality you can think of for your phone. Some of them, that combine 
with the inbuilt GPS and mapping, are particularly neat — waving your phone around and 
being pointed to landmarks and nearby POls is for the win. 

Take that iPhone (and especially you, Xole — stop telling me how cool it is! -ed). 


Indiana Jones Fertility Idol Bank 


Price $US19.99 Website www.bigbadtoystore.com 
If the Canyonero is the Cadillac of cars, then it must be said that the golden fertility statue 
from Raiders of the Lost Ark is the Holy Grail of archaeological relics. This item has rested 
in its heavily booby-trapped cave-cum-temple for centuries, resisting pillage and theft until 
one Indiana Jones manages to snatch it for posterity. 

And now... it can be yours. 

Of course, it’s hollow and plastic, but don’t let that fool you — after just a little while (and 
a few two dollar coins) this bank will take on a value and a weight befitting the original. 
Imagine the thrilling escapades as younger brothers or housemates steal it, and the exciting 
chases as you try and get it back. 

Oh yes, this is truly the stuff that dreams are made of. 


Viking 1610 NAS 


Price only $14,270 Website: www.tandbergdata.com/apac 
We're kinda partial to hugely powerful hardware here at Atomic, even if it tends to be the 
occasionally impractical infatuation with server-grade hardware. What can we Say... big-iron is sexy! 

So when we saw the new Viking NAS, it was pretty much love at first sight. 

It's powered by powered by an Intel Quad-Core Xeon, and has a 12MB Cache. There’s 
2GB of RAM standard, expandable to 16GB. The big draw? It can support up to 16 hot- 
swappable SATA or SAS HDDs (max 1.0TB per HDD, or more by adding additional RAID 
enclosures). 

It’s big, stupidly corporate-grade, extremely unaffordable, and OMG we want to add one 
to our home network. 

What?! 


Altec Lansing Orbit M 


Price: $50 Website: www.alteclansing.com 

There’s nothing better than gaming with your stereological quadraphonic so-much-bass-it- 
hurts 5.1 surround system, but for when you're out an about it’s a little harder to get decent 
audio quality, especially when you don’t have a power point handy. 

Altec Lansing’s little speaker fills that void in your ear holes, powered by three AA 
batteries that supposedly last for up to 24 hours of playback, and is decent enough that it 
can fill most rooms with very nice audio. Sure it might lack a huge amount of punch, but the 
bass is decent on such a small speaker, and it’s not too tinny either. 

For when your lappy, MP3 player or gaming console needs a little more, this is bloody 
good — and fits in the palm of your hand too! 


Edimax nMAX wireless router 


Price: $140 Website: www.edimax.com/en 

Everyone knows that the Internet is one of the most important things about having tech — after 
all, we use it to game and surf the Atomic website (shameless plug). The Edimax wireless router 
we got in is also an ADSL router, complete with wireless b/g/n it’s got enough strength and 
bandwidth to pump your interwebs around the house easily. 

Getting a few mates around for a makeshift lappy LAN is pretty much what this is about, 
and the three antennas make it look kind of funky for those ultramodern white-fingered 
designer-crazy nuts out there. 

Of course the only downside to this crazy amount of antennas is that your neighbours will 
probably get decent reception too, so make sure your interwebbing is nice and secured from 


prying eyes. 
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You know everything about the features of your beloved CPU - 


iM he f lags 


Bi 


its frequency, bus speed, voltage, 


production process and more. But what about on the inside? Ashton Mills decodes the flags. 


EE CPU comes with a host of features 
some of which, over time, have been 
inherited from previous architectures. With the 
right tools you can view the flags (also called 
caps) associated with your CPU, but while many 
programs will display the list of flags reported 
by your CPU, not many will explain what they 
actually mean. 

If you've already browsed the feature set 
of your CPU before, you'll Know there’s a lot 
of them. We don’t have space to cover them 
all here, but we'll cover the most common or 
interesting flags you're likely to find. 

And who knows, you might learn something 
you didn’t know about your CPU! 


3DNOWEXT - AMD's 3DNow! multimedia 
extensions added to its processors starting 

from 1998, and the answer to Intel's MMX which 
appeared in 1997. 3DNOWEXT refers to extra 
instructions later added and unofficially called 
Extended 3DNow! or Enhanced 3DNow!, and 
first appeared in Athlon processors. 


ACPI- Advanced Configuration and Power 
Interface, the open standard for device 
configuration and power management. ACPI 
support in the CPU signifies it can use and report 
on low-power states. 


APIC -— Indicates support for Local APIC in the 
Advanced Programmable Interrupt Controller 
standard. Local APIC resides on the CPU and 
manages all external interrupts that involve the 
CPU, communicating with system buses that 
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use I/O APICs. It’s a core component of modern 
CPUs and motherboards, and necessary for 
SMP or multi-core systems. 


CX8 — CX8 is worth mentioning for historical 
reasons. The flag actually represents the 
CMPXCHG8B instruction, which is used to 


compare and exchange eight bytes, a function 
useful for preventing collisions with SMP (or 
multi-core) systems accessing the same 

memory location. Unfortunately for Intel, when 
combined with a lock command in the original 
Pentium would cause the CPU to reset itself (and 
Windows to display a blue-screen). This achieved 
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fame as the fOOf bug (as actual instruction 

is £0 O£ c7 c8) and was first reported by 
Linux developers who found it an amusing bug. 
Later, both Windows and Linux implemented 
workarounds until Intel fixed the issue in 
subsequent CPUs. 


CX16 —- We've mentioned CX8 so we might 

as well cover CX16. The CMPXCHG16B 
instruction, as with CMPXCHG8B, is useful on 
multi-processor systems and allows for ensuring 
synchronicity between multiple processors using 
128-bit double quad-word data types and high 
resolution timers. Yeah, that’s cryptic but that’s all 
we have space for. 


EST - Intel’s Enhanced SpeedStep support for 
dynamically adjusting CPU frequency on the fly 
to reduce power usage, especially in notebooks. 


FPU - On board x87 Floating Point Unit to 
handle floating point maths, which has been 
built into CPUs since the 80486. Prior to this, the 
optional 80387 maths co-processor could be 
socketed next to an 80386 CPU on appropriate 
motherboards to add floating-point processing. 
To give you an idea of timescale, the 80386 (at a 
blistering 72Mhz) was the Core i7 of 1986. Yeah, 
awesome music and CPUs back then. 


FXSR - Short for FXSAVE/FXRSTOR, aka 

Fast Save and Restore, this flag represents the 
FXSAVE instruction that can be used to write the 
state of the FPU, MMX and SSE control, data, 
and status registers to a memory location, where 
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The popular Everest makes it easy to view your CPU’s flags. 


FXRSTOR can then restore it. The function is 
used to reduce the overhead when an operating 
system needs to perform a context switch (a core 
function of any multitasking operating system). 


HT -- Hyperthreading Technology support on 
Intel CPUs. Originally and ostensibly developed 
to provide pesudo-SMP functionality on a 


single-core CPU and while it did help some 
tasks, it could slow down others and was 
generally seen as more of a stunt to one-up 
AMD than a useful feature. HT isn’t used 

in the dual- and quad- Core 2 range from 
Intel, but has made a comeback with Core i7. 
Confusingly, the HT flag can also be found on 
AMD CPUs where, naturally, it represents the 
Hyper Transport capability. 


LM - Long Mode represents 64-bit capability, 
for both Intel and AMD CPUs. See last month’s 
X-Ray for more on the 64-bit capabilities of CPUs. 


MCA - Machine Check Architecture is a feature 
of the CPU to be able to report non-critical 
hardware errors to an operating system. 


MCE - Machine Check Exception provides for 
the CPU to report an unrecoverable problem. 
You'll see MCE errors in Windows with BSODs. 
Although it’s reported as a hardware error, it can 
result from the CPU being stressed, such as with 
overclocking. BSODs with MCEs are a good 
indication you’re pushing your CPU too far. 


MMXEXT - Intel's original multimedia extensions 
added eight new 64-bit registers that could 

be used to help accelerate certain multimedia 
functions through a SIMD (single instruction, 
multiple data) instruction set, as long as they 
involved integers. 


MTRR — Memory Type Range Registers provide 
registers for operating systems to control how 
cached memory ranges by the CPU are used. 
This is a core part of how video card memory on 
your GPU and memory on any PC! devices is 
managed. MTRRs are superseded by PAT (Page 
Attribute Tables) on 64-bit CPUs. 


13 


NX - the No Execute feature allows the CPU to 
support an operating system allocating a range 
of memory as non-executable by refusing to 

run code within a given memory range. It was 
implemented to help prevent malicious software 
executing its own code by taking advantage of 
buffer overflows, whereby programs injected with 
new code can be exploited to run code outside 
he original program. 


PAE - Physical Address Extensions provides 

he ability to map memory to a 36-bit address 
space and thereby see up to 64GB of memory 
on a 32-bit architecture. For more on this see last 
month’s X-Ray on 64-bit CPUs. 


PAT - Page Attribute Tables are an improved 
method for managing cached memory ranges 
over MTRR. Where MTRRs only provide for a 
fixed number of physical address ranges, Page 
Attribute Tables allow for managing cached 
ranges on a per-page basis. Which, in short, is 
more efficient for the operating system. 


SSE2 - Intel's Streaming SIMD Extensions were 
the successor to MMX and added 70 new SIMD 
instructions including floating point operations 
using 128-bit registers. The humble Pentium Il 
first included SSE, while the Pentium 4 sported 
SSE2 as well, which added a further 144 SIMD 
instructions. SSE is what MMX should have 
been, and was a response to AMD's 3DNOW! 
extensions that, unlike MMX, worked with floating 
point operations as well. AMD's processors 
would also come to support SSE and SSE2, 
starting with the Athlon 64. 


pr or 
vendor_id 
cpu family 
model 


: 64 
: 36 bits physical, 48 bits 
power management: 


mar tigen@mar tigen-desktop: /$ [] 


virtual 


The cat /proc/cpuinfo command will show you all the flags reported by your CPU. 


Just to confuse things further, AMD has hand- 
picked some SSEG instructions, added a few 
more of its own, and called it SSE4a... 


SSSE3 - Streaming SIMD Extensions 3 

added an extra 13 instructions while SSSES 
(Supplemental Streaming SIMD Extensions) 
added a further 16 new instructions, all with the 
goal of accelerating multimedia and rendering 
tasks — as long as the software makes use of 
them. SSE3 can be found on Inte! CPUs starting 
with the Core 2 Duo processors, while AMD has 
yet to implement the instructions. 


SSE4_1/SSE4_2 - Streaming SIMD Extensions 
4 can be found on CPUs starting with the Core 
i7 aka Nehalem (where NNI —- Nehalem New 
Instructions comes from). SSE4 adds a further 
54 new SIMD instructions for the purposes of 
accelerating all that is good and media based, 
but also adds non-multimedia functions. A 
subset of SSE4 called SSE4.1 contains 47 of 
the 54 new instructions, and can be found on 
later 45nm Penryn Core 2 Duo CPUs, while 
the remaining 7 instructions can be found on 
Core i7 CPUS as SSE4.2. Just to confuse 
things further, AMD has hand-picked some 
SSE4 instructions, added a few more of its 
own, and called it SSE4a and which can 
be found in Phenom CPUs. 


SVM - Secure Virtual Machine, and if 
you have this you’ve got an AMD CPU 
with AMD's hardware virtualisation 
support technology AMD-V. 
Exceedingly handy when it comes to 
playing with virtual machines. AMD-V 
debuted with later versions of the 
Athlon 64. 


TM2 - Thermal Monitoring provides for inserting 
idle cylces at high temperature, and thus lowering 
CPU load and in turn power. TM2 goes a step 
further and can reduce the multiplier, thereby 
directly reducing CPU speed, and voltage in order 
to prevent the CPU overheating. 


CONSTANT_TSC - The Time Stamp Counter is 
a 64-bit register that acts as a counter since the 
last reset. It used to be used as a means to get 
an accurate high-resolution timer, but is affected 
by clock speed variations that might occur 
through functions like power saving. In response 
to this, newer Intel CPUs will sport a Constant 
TSC that clocks at the processors maximum 
speed irrespective of frequency changes. AMD 
CPUs increment the TSC every cycle, which 
with power saving modes can cause the TSC to 
drift between dual-core CPUs. This is what the 
famous Dual-Core Optimiser program provided 
by AMD fixes, by periodically synchronising the 
TSCs on each core. 


VMX - Intel's equivalent of AMD-V, this flag 
represents Intel’s ‘Vanderpool’ VT hardware 
virtualisation technology and can be found in Intel 
CPUs starting with the later model 662 and 672 
Pentium 4s and onwards. (@' 


Finding your flags 


Under Windows any good system 
information program will detail the 
associated flags for a CPU — Everest, Sani 
and even 3DMark’s system information uti 
among other will show what flags your CP 
has, however depending on the program t 
entire set may not always be listed. 
Under Linux you can view all your CPU fla 
with a simple command: ‘ 
cat /proc/cpuinfo 
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ASUS ENGTX285 TOP 


7 O54) Speed is Maximised for 
i Ming Ns re Visuals! 


GTX 285 chipset, this power-packed piece of hardware delive 
reference designed boards. 


105% Speed for the Ultimate Gaming Victory! 4 
With core, shader, and memory clock performances boosted from 648MHz _ 
up to 670MHz, from 1476MHz up to 1550MHz, and from 2484MHz up to 
2600MHz respectively, the ENGTX285 TOP delivers exceptional performance 
upgrades to bring about a 3DMark Vantage Extreme Preset score boost 
from 6003 to 6298 - a 5% improvement in speed when compared to any 


other reference designed board. Such overwhelming performance boosts ASUS 


ENGTX285) 
only leaves users with one thing to do - be prepared for adrenaline-fueled 


gaming like never before! 


Exclusive ASUS Technology for Instant 
and Powerful Overclocking 

The ASUS ENGTX285 TOP also comes equipped with the exclusive ASUS 
GamerOSD and SmartDoctor utilities. With GamerOSD, gamers can easily 
perform GPU overclocking from onscreen displays while gaming for 
real-time performance boosts whenever required; or record live gaming 


action and share it over the Internet. SmartDoctor delivers overclocking ‘or I. 
the Shader Clock on GPUs to allow gamers to overclock the Shader Clock 2 
and Engine Clock independently; creating astonishing performangedaiaiiisie 
without the hassle of rebooting or re-flashing their BIOS. ss 


Enhance Graphics Visually with Graphics Plus™ 
The ASUS ENGTX285 TOP is also outfitted with CUDA™ techno ogy - 
which not only provides world-class gaming experiences, but also supports 
the new Graphics Plus™ pack of tools and demos. With this new NVIDIA 
technology, users will experience jaw-dropping PhysX™ gaming effects, 
Stereoscopic 3D, and lightning fast video and image processing - all 
courtesy of the GPU acceleration. Regardless of whether users are 
experiencing new worlds of realistic physical motion and massively 
destructible environments, strapping on their GeForce 3D Vision™ glasses 
to enjoy gaming in true Stereoscopic 3D, transcoding HD videos in minutes 
to their portable video players, or rapidly editing digital images with Adobe 
CS4, the ASUS ENGTX285 TOP graphics card literally does it all. 


For more infomation visit http://www.asus.com.au 
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Dan Rutter brings the answers to your 
questions like no-one else can. 


Pretty soon you'll 
need a Ramset gun 


1 | have recently installed a Zalman 
9700 CPU Cooler - this thing is a 

lot heavier than the stock cooler. It has a 
mounting bracket that | put behind the 
motherboard, but I’m still concerned for the 
CPU (Core 2 Duo 8400). 

Is this amount of weight likely to cause 
me any problems with my tower case 
standing up? 

Michael 


(0) The cooler won't hurt anything when 

you stand the case back up. But you 
still need to be careful. 

The Age of the Super-Humungous CPU 
Cooler started with the first motherboards 
that had holes around the CPU socket 

— some Socket A boards, and the big Socket 
423 that the first P4s used. 

Holes through the board allow you to put 
a load-bearing frame behind the CPU, on the 
other side of the board. The frame, in turn, 
lets you crank a monster hunk of aluminium 
or copper down onto the CPU without, as 
you say, instantly snapping off little plastic 
mounting tabs if you’re so foolish as to install 
such a cooler in a tower case. 

Through-the-board mounting systems 


BAZ WAS 
ri6zcss 


16 


have been normal for mainstream CPUs 
for years now, so the after-market cooler 
companies pretty much have their act 
together. | can’t swear to you that there's no 
cooler out there that’s so tall and heavy that 
if you put it in a tower case it’ll endanger the 
CPU, but I’d be perfectly confident about 
using any huge cooler from a well-known 
company — Asus, Cooler Master, Zalman, 
Thermaltake, Thermalright, Rightltake, 
ZalTakeThermMaster — in a tower case. 

There are two things you need to avoid, 
though. 

One: Don’t install the cooler incorrectly. 

| think most people are more likely to 
accidentally static-zap their motherboard 
while bolting a cooler-frame onto it than 
they are to actually annihilate the board 
mechanically. But any retailer of enthusiast 
PC gear has a long list of customers whose 
PC-assembly procedure apparently involved 
a torque-wrench last used in the construction 
of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. Followed by a 
straight-faced warranty claim. 

Two: Don't knock the computer around 
while the big cooler’s installed. 

Modern CPUs are surprisingly durable, not 
least because all mainstream processors 
now have a big durable heat-spreader 


© VO OTM ° 
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in the 

jouse. Okay, it’s not in 
the house, it’s in I/O. 

And it looks damn good. 


over the fragile chip package itself. The 
fibreglass-and-copper structure of a 
motherboard is very tough, too. A mobo 
will actually probably keep working 

even when some really heroic computer- 
assembly mishap has caused the board to 
be visibly bent. (The stock coolers for early 
Intel Socket 478 chips had plastic split-peg 
things holding the retention frame onto the 
board, not a proper frame on the back, and 
they bent motherboards rather alarmingly. 
But the computers still worked, once you 
wrestled the mobo into a case.) 

The forces exerted on the CPU by the 
cooler can be hugely multiplied, though, if 
you throw the computer in the back of the 
car to drive to a LAN party, and it bounces 
around a bit on the way. Or even if you just 
pick it up and put it down roughly. 

You don’t need to be completely 
paranoid about this; just bumping the 
computer with your knee shouldn’t do 
any harm. But there’s a 

reason why computer 
shops generally won't 
pre-assemble a computer 
with a ‘skyscraper’ cooler 
in it, even if the customer 
intends to come and pick 
it up himself. 

The beauty of the 
mounting-frame idea is 
that once the frame’s 
bolted on, you can 
(usually) remove and 
reinstall the heat-sink 
part of the cooler quite 
easily. So just remove the 
heat-sink if you have to 
transport the computer 
any distance. (And do try 
to remember to reinstall it 
before you power the PC 
up again...). 
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Or you could use jumper leads 


| am building a new machine and my power supply only provides 
J a4-pin 12v CPU connector. | need an 8-pin. Where might | 
purchase a dual-Molex-socket-to-motherboard-12V-plug adapter? 
| know 4-pin Molex to 8-pin 12V motherboard-plug adapters exist, 
but | have my reservations about not using two separate 4-pin Molex 


sources, for such a high-power connector. 
It's not hard to find the kind of adapter you’re looking for on eBay, 

3 provided you know the right magic words to search for. In this 
case, a search for “eps12v adapter” (without the quotes) will find both 
the single-Molex-socket and double-Molex-socket type. 

| think you'll find that the single-socket type is pretty likely to work just fine. 

Extra motherboard power sockets of one kind or another have been 
around for many years, though in the olden days you only saw the two- 
part ‘AUX’ sockets on server boards. Then came a four-pin plug with 
two earths and two +12Vs, and then that doubled up into the current 
eight-pin version. 

All of the extra power plugs exist because it’s easy for a modern 
computer to need so much motherboard power that if that power’s 
supplied only via the main ATX plug, the resistance of the cables will be 
high enough that there’ll be an unacceptable voltage sag. This applies 
even for the extended 24-pin ATX12V plug, which adds one more +3.3, 
+5 and +12V wire, and another earth. 

Add more supply wires to connect the most heavily-loaded PSU 
outputs to the motherboard, and you reduce the resistance problem. 
(This is also why many video cards now have separate power inputs.) 

But how much a given system actually needs these extra parallel 
supply wires depends on the hardware in it, and even on what you're 
using the computer to do. Many PCs would work fine without any 
parallel supply wires hooked up at all — though many motherboards and 
video cards complain loudly if you turn the computer on with nothing 
plugged into the extra power sockets. 

If all your computer needs for 100 per cent stability is the extra power 
that one Molex drive plug can deliver, which is really quite likely to be the 
case, then one of the cheaper single-Molex-to-EPS12V adapters will be 
perfectly adequate. (And it’s also, of course, possible that your old PSU 
won't be able to deliver enough power for your new computer anyway.) 


Austin Nicholas 


an 


Everything old is new again 


There’s a company called SuperSpeed (www.superspeed. 

com) that has a program, RamDisk Plus 9, which they claim can 
access installed memory above the 38GB barrier in WinXP 32-bit systems 
(Obviously when installed on a motherboard capable of addressing more 
than 4GB of memory), and allocate it to a RAM disk, allowing faster read/ 
write in contrast to a regular hard drive based page file. 

Any thoughts about whether this could work? | am going to install 
the software on an ip35-E motherboard with 8GB ram and an E8400 
running WinXP Pro 32 bit and will post what happens. 
Naeem Haider 
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Naeem gave it a go and got back to me, and yes, SuperSpeed’s 

RamDisk does what it says on the tin. Except it’s even more useful 
than RAM disks were to us back in the floppy-disk days; we made RAM 
disks then on our Amigas and Macs and PCs and STs because they gave 
us a really fast scratch volume, but we could only, generally speaking, 
make them out of RAM that programs could be using more directly. 
SuperSpeed’s software, in contrast, lets you use RAM above the normal 
4GB address-space limit of a 32-bit operating system. 

(The 3Gb barrier is about how much RAM you end up being able to 
actually use on a modern PC running a 32-bit OS; | ramble on about this 
in www.dansdata.com/askdan00015.htm.) 

The way SuperSpeed do this neat trick is, | think, by inserting a 
bootloader thing in front of the main operating-system loader. Their 
software turns on Physical Address Extension (PAE) mode, but | think only 
their software does anything with the extra address space PAE provides. 
So as far as the OS is concerned, you're still in 32-bit mode and you 
don’t need special PAE drivers. Those drivers are so problematic that 
Microsoft completely disabled PAE addressing, even if you specifically 
ask for it, in later versions of WinXP; SuperSpeed RamDisk sneaks past 
Windows and re-enables PAE for its own purposes. 

The above is somewhat conjectural; I’m not really sure how the 
software works, and I’d lay good money that there are several ways in 
which it can go annoyingly wrong. But lots of people are using it, and it 
does sound like a fantastically neat stopgap solution, at the very least. 

If you've got a computer that you can cheaply put 8Gb of RAM in (like, 
any DDR2 machine) and don’t want to go to Vista x64 or some other real 
64-bit OS, RamDisk lets you just make an ultra-fast 4Gb RAM disk and 
fill it with nothing but swap file (or Photoshop scratch space, or whatever), 
for a worthwhile speed increase. And if you're just using the RAM disk as 
scratch space, there's no need to copy its contents back to the hard drive 
(a feature of the more expensive ‘Plus’ version of RamDisk) before you 
shut the computer down. 


Don’t judge us! 


There is nothing wrong with being in love with a keyboard, 

J especially the awesome buckling-spring IBM 42H1292. | recently 
got a new computer, though, rendering my IBM useless. | have the 
adapter that goes from PS/2 to USB, but it doesn’t work. 

| type for a living, like eight hours a day, and as you can imagine, my 
keyboard is very important. Have you found anything that will enable me 
to use my keyboard? 
Ranee Loux. 


(0) You probably just have a PS/2-to-USB adapter that doesn’t 
3 work with old keyboards like the Model M. This is essentially just 
because they draw more power than modern keyboards. 

You have two options, now: 

1: Buy several different cheap PS/2-to-USB adapters on eBay or 
wherever, and see if one of them works. 

2: Buy one adapter that costs far more, but is guaranteed to work. 

Clicky Keyboards, www.clickykeyboards.com, offer such adapters 
for $US18 plus delivery. 

(If you can find one somewhere else that looks exactly like theirs, it’ll 
probably be the same thing.) 
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i ’m fond of Linux, as you some of you know. 
I'm not so much a fanboy, because that 
implies a level of ignorance-by-choice, but I'm 
fond of it because I’ve simply used it and found 
it to be more stable and faster than alternatives 
such as Windows. 

| like Windows too, but mainly as a games 
platform. If Windows gets negative press from 
me it’s because it’s just got more problems — if a 
gauge of satisfaction is how much | shake my fist 
at an operating system, Linux simply has had less 


Ashton Mills just wants to believe again... 


giving tech support to. 

So when Microsoft released the public beta of 
Windows 7, | had to jump in and see what was 
new. Not only my technical curiosity, and to see 
how it was measuring up the golden rule, but for 
one more very important cause to me - | want a 
reason to like Windows again. 

Vista wasn't just a flawed operating system, it 
was a disappointment. Microsoft sold so much 
of what Vista was going to be, and then when 
it came, it simply wasn’t. Technical flaws aside, 


Microsoft promises that Windows 7 
will be more responsive, and this too seems 


to be the case so far. 


fist-shakings at it than Windows. 

| do expect a lot out of an operating system 
regardless of whether it's Windows or Linux or 
AtomicFTW OS. | will happily pull to shreds any 
OS that breaks my golden rule: that it should 
work for you, not the other way around. It needs 
to enable you (this is the purpose of a desktop 
operating system) and do it transparently. If 
you have to spend time trying to work at the 
operating system instead of through it, it fails. 

Linux doesn't do this well. Nor does Windows, 
nor even the great Mac OS X. None of them are 
perfect, though arguably Mac OS X comes 
the closest. 

It’s been interesting to see them all evolve 
towards this goal. Linux is still heavily in 
server-land and bearded geek gurudom, even 
with easy to use distributions like Ubuntu. It's 
the best it's ever been for ease-of-use, this is 
true, but Windows still betters it for the truly 
technophobic users. And Mac OS X is simply the 
operating system (and of course tied hardware) | 
recommend to anyone | don’t want to spend time 
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the operating system had an uphill battle 
because Microsoft had managed to cheat 
its users. Marketing, smoke and mirrors, and 
dollars. But little substance. 

Perhaps that’s one reason Windows 7 is 
looking so good. Not just that Microsoft got to 
turn, tail between its legs, to lick its wounds and 
learn from the experience — there's a reason 
Windows 7 is being distanced from the Vista 
brand — but because Vista is also an easy act 
to follow. 

Because so far, Windows 7 is impressive. Even 
though it shares much of Vista's look, it doesn’t 
share Vista’s feel, and this is a good thing. There's 
a lot of subtle polish in the interface, and even 
as a Beta it's a more pleasing operating system 
to use. Features like the Superbar are also 
interesting and, | think, a step forward though 
ultimately this will be borne out in time. 

Microsoft promises that Windows 7 will be 
more responsive, and this too seems to be the 
case so far. Can it be? A Windows successor 
faster than its predecessor? Clearly, there's been 


a change of mentality at Microsoft (or in truth, 
a changing of the guard in the Windows 
product group). 

All up it’s been a good first look and, with a 
distinct lack of hype this time around, the Beta 
has done more for mending Microsoft's past 
with Vista than any volume of Bill Gates and 
Jerry Seinfeld uber-dollar ads. About the only 
sticking point so far is the company’s insistence 
at unnecessarily having six different versions. 
Apparently, the sea change hasn’t swept to the 

upper echelons just yet. 

While I’m fond of my Linux, what if Windows 7 
was so good I'd want to use it for more than just 
games? | actually wonder whether that might 
be the case. If nothing else, | think | might find a 
reason to like Windows again. (@) 


Ashton Mills needs no reason to like you 
—he just does. 
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PSYCHONAUTS 


Double Fine Productions, 2005 

Tim Schafer’s most recent masterpiece casts 
you as young apprentice, Raz, who wants to 
become a Psychonaut: an elite psychological 
soldier who enters people’s minds, sorts out 
their emotional baggage and tries to fix the 
surreal issues going on inside people’s heads. 
Psychonauts is beautifully designed, has an 
amazing, quirky soundtrack and a superb, 
award-winning screenplay. The controls take a 
little getting used to on the PC, but it’s worth 
the perseverance as this is one of the best 
games ever. Plus, it's available for free from 
GameTap (www.gametap.com). 


id Software, 1997 

Many of id Software’s fans felt disenchanted 
with the original Quake. It had great 3D 
perspective and made good use of your 
floating-point processor, but it was browner 
than a sepia-tinted movie about gravy making, 
and had a rubbish end boss that some people 
even managed to kill by accident. Quake 

Il, however, put id Software back on the PC 
gaming warpath. Moving your gun view to the 
right and setting the game in a big alien fortress, 
Quake Il combined the no-nonsense shooting 
frolics of Doom with smooth 3D graphics and 
a stomping techno metal soundtrack. You can 
download Quake II from Steam for $US9.99. 


STARCRAFT 
Blizzard, 1998 
“OMGZ, they r zerging us!” has become a 


popular catchphrase with gamers of all stripes, 
to the point that it’s now almost as famous “all 


your base are belong to us”, and Blizzard's 
StarCraft is where Zerg comes from. A race of 
intelligent insects with biological weapons, the 
Zerg are famous for their large numbers and 
ability to spread like a nasty rash. Meanwhile, 
the Terrans (humans) and the Protoss (aliens 
with supernatural powers) are also competing 
for ownership of the Milky Way in this fantastic 
sci-fi RTS. It's available for $US14.99 from 
www.blizzard.com/store 


DEATH TRACK 


Dynamix, 1989 

While other late 1980s and early 1990s 

driving games saw you racing for the Formula 

1 championship or competing in time trials, 
Dynamix's Death Track had you kitting out your 
car with ram spikes, lasers and machine guns. 
Winning the race didn’t only mean overtaking; it 
also meant gunning down your opponents and 
trapping them with mines. You can download 
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Beyond Good & Evil. With a pig. 


the game from www.abandonia.com/en/ 
downloadgame/933 and play it in DOSBox 
(www.dosbox.com). Run it on a low cycle 
setting, though, as it’s optimised for a 286 and 
plays like the end sequence of ‘The Benny Hill 
Show’ on a modern PC. 


Ubisoft, 2003 

With its Nietzschian title and wacky storyline, 
involving a hovercraft-building pig and a 
photographer with green lips, Beyond Good 

& Evil had a tough time convincing the public 
to buy it. This is a shame, as it’s a truly great 
game. Combining the puzzle-solving aspects of 
adventure games with the third-person combat 
of Tomb Raider, this is a gripping, stealthy 
romp through a sci-fi conspiracy story. As with 
Psychonauts, the controls feel funny at first 
when you're using a keyboard and mouse, but 
you'll be rewarded if you stick with it. Beyond 
Good & Evil is available to buy online and for 
rental via BigPond’s GameArena. 


WARHAMMER 
40,000: 
DAWN OF WAR 


Relic, 2004 

Any geeky kids who spent their teenage 
years painting orks, listening to Bolt Thrower 
and flicking through White Dwarf (and some 
of still do! -ed) will appreciate why Relic’s 
Dawn of War is a veritable battlewagon 

of greatness. Dumping the tedious turn- 
based orders, overpriced lumps of lead 

and messing around with rulers involved in 
Games Workshop’s tabletop games, Dawn 
of War took the great races, vehicles and 
weapons of the Warhammer 40K universe 
and placed them in a fast-paced RTS game. 
The expansions tweaked the formula and 
increased the number of armies to nine. 

The Complete Collection of Dawn of War is 
available at most EB stores for not a lot at all. 
You'll also find it on Steam. 
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HALF-LIFE 1 AND 2 


Valve, 1998 and 2004 

Before Half-Life, you might have pictured a 
public servant somewhere in Canberra when 
hearing the name Gordon Freeman, and it’s 
testament to Valve’s games and the strength of 
their design that Freeman’s bearded, crowbar- 
wielding figure became such a memorable 
character. Half-Life took the kill-the-aliens story 
that had been a staple of FPS games for years 
and combined it with an engrossing story and 
an imaginative, apocalyptic setting that pitted 
you against everything from aliens and mutant 
headcrabs to ninjas and marines. 

The original was going to be a tough game 
to follow, but Valve succeeded with Half-Life 2. 
Based on the groundbreaking Source engine, 
Half-Life 2 introduced us to brilliant gaming 
physics, particularly with the Gravity Gun, which 
enabled you to use any nearby junk as ammo. 
The story and characters, such as your tech- 
savvy sidekick Alyx, are also brilliantly realised, 
and it's difficult not to crack a smile when 
other characters excitedly exclaim, ‘Hey, it’s Dr 
Freeman!’ Both games are available on Steam. 


KING’S QUEST IV 

Sierra, 1988 

Gamers today are so accustomed to sliding 

a mouse and tapping the WASD keys that 

it’s easy to forget that commands used to be 
typed into games. Sierra introduced graphics 
to the text adventure formula with its adventure 
games in the 1980s, of which Roberta Williams’ 
King’s Quest IV is a classic. You play Princess 
Rosella, who has to avoid various monsters, 
befriend minstrels and solve a whale-full of 
puzzles on her quest to retrieve a magic fruit 
to heal her father. This game offers a laidback 
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Half Life 2’s Strider — just one of 
many memorable opponents in 
the game. 


challenge for those who want to use their wits 
rather than their shooting skills, and it also 
contains catchy incidental music by Hollywood 
composer William Goldstein. The Windows 
XP-compatible King’s Quest is available via 
Internode’s Games on Net site. 


LucasArts, 1993 

It's a shame that the computer game market 
has been flooded with crappy ‘Star Wars’ 
cash-ins over the last few years, as some 

of the franchise’s first games were superb, 

and X-Wing is a great example. Although its 
386-era graphics look dated now, it manages 
the tricky feat of making space travel seem 
realistic, physical and involving. There might be 
nothingness outside the cockpit, but the game 
satisfyingly recreates space battles in the way 
George Lucas envisioned them — WW2-era 
dogfights with lasers, basically. There’s nothing 
like the feeling of satisfaction you experience 
when you have a TIE-fighter in the middle of 
your sights, and a moment later you fire a quad 
burst of laser death at it and its wings fly off in 
a cloud of expanding gas. In fact, after playing 
X-Wing, you can’t help feeling that ‘exploding 
in cool ways’ was a part of the design brief 
given to the engineers who built the TIE-Fighter. 


We lost count of the amount of time, 
we sunk into X-Wing years ago. 
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Getting hold of the game is tricky though; 
there’s an entry on Abandonia, but the game 
isn't available for download. You'll need to 
track down a copy through eBay or Amazon 
marketplace. 


3D Realms, 1996 

Despite being nearly 13 years old, DNSD is the 
most recent Duke Nukem game and it’s still a 
bootyload of dirty fun. “I’m an equal-opportunity 
ass kicker,” says the Duke, as he rattles forth 

a belt-full of bullets, before brazenly adding, 
“Shoot first, ask questions later.” With muscles 
the size of pineapples, more guns than the 
NRA and a shameless catalogue of cheesy 
one-liners, Duke Nukem is the ultimate fusion 
of every gun-slinging action hero in history. 
Although you can buy DNSD on Xbox Live 
Arcade, on the PC you'll need to hunt around 
eBay and Amazon Marketplace. Still, there’s 
always the hope that Duke Nukem Forever 
might one day be released. 

After all, even ‘Chinese Democracy’ was 

eventually completed. 


Maxis, 1993 

Although it was the roaring success of the 
original SimCity that set Will Wright on his 

path to fame, fortune and eternal damnation, 
thanks to designing the Sims, SimCity 

2000 was a landmark game that may well 

be Wright’s best achievement. Tasked with 
building up your city from a patch of scrubland, 
you need to ensure you take care of basic 
infrastructure, such as power and water, to 
create a successful environment for your city to 
flourish. Unfortunately, it isn’t readily available 
to download, so yet again, you'll need to scour 
the virtual bargain bins. 


UNREAL 
TOURNAMENT 


Epic, 1999 

With brilliantly designed maps, simple gameplay 
and a great selection of weapons (all with 
awesome secondary fire options), Unreal 
Tournament is one of the greatest deathmatch 
games ever. The capture the flag mode is also 
a good laugh if you have a few mates around. 
More recent updates to the series — including 
the dated UTS - are disappointing, having 
added few new features apart from vehicles. 
This is a shame, as the original really is a tight 
production. It’s available for $US9.99 from 
Steam and Good Old Games. 


GRIM FANDANGO 
LucasArts, 1998 


Often considered to be the last of the truly great 
LucasArts adventures, Grim Fandango casts 
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you as Manny Cavelera, the Aztec equivalent of 
Death, in this brilliantly designed film noir-style 
adventure set in the afterlife. Some of the 
puzzles require a ridiculous amount of lateral 
thinking, but it’s still a benchmark in the genre. 
It’s hard to find locally, but copies can be 
tracked down on eBay. 


Valve, 2007 

If your brain hurts at the thought of long division 
then Portal is likely to tie your neurons in knots. 
It sees you creating logic-defying portals with 
your gun, which allow you to move objects and 
travel to the next room. Create a portal in a wall, 
climb through it and you could enter the same 
room but from the side, or even end up looking 
at yourself from a different angle. Playing Portal 
is rather like living in an MC Escher painting, 
and it’s enhanced by the calm female narrator, 
who also lies to you on occasion. Portal is 
highly original, sometimes baffling and always 
fun. It's bundled with Valve's The Orange Box, 
although you can order it separately from 
Steam for $US19.99. 


COUNTER-STRIKE: 
SOURCE 


Valve, 2004 

In the same way that Valve’s Half-Life games 
turned the first-person shooter genre on its 
head, the same can be said for CSS in the 
multiplayer arena. Pitting a team of terrorists 
against counter-terrorists, you have to outwit 
and outshoot the opposing team, while planting 
or diffusing a bomb and co-operating with your 
teammates. Ludicrously competitive and fast- 
paced, but with rewards for tactical play, it’s 
one of the most challenging games on the PC. 
CSS is available for $US19.99 from Steam. 


Portaliremains one of the most original games 
we've ever played. 
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There are also those who believe — with 
some merit — that the one true version of 
Counter-Strike is 1.6 of the pre-Source version. 


LucasArts, 1995 

After the success of X-Wing, LucasArts’ next 
space flight sim was, not surprisingly, based 
on the Empire’s space fleet. As a game, TIE 
Fighter featured vastly improved graphics and 
amore sensible HUD layout in the cockpit, but 
perhaps the biggest change was its much 
more involved plot, which saw you fighting 
factions within the Empire. Although those with 
a soft conscience might wince at the thought of 
gunning down X-Wings, the job is much easier 
if you imagine the modern-day George Lucas 
sitting in the cockpit. As with X-Wing, it’s now 
only available second-hand. 


Parallax Software, 1995 

While games such as TIE Fighter allowed 

you to fly across huge expanses of space, 
Descent had you flying a spaceship through 
claustrophobic internal corridors, making it 
more of a fully 3D FPS. Playing it feels like 
embarking on a scary rollercoaster ride inside 
the original Doom engine. And don’t even get 
us started on the multiplayer - oh, the hours 
lost! Descent’s graphics look blocky and dated 
now, but Interplay has hinted that a remake 
could be in the works. You can buy Descent 
and Descent II together for $US5.99 US from 
www.gog.com. 


FOOTBALL MANAGER 
SERIES 


Sports Interactive, 1992 - present 


Fallout.2. 


Football Manager shows that you don’t 

need advanced shaders or destructible 
environments to make a great game. Beginning 
as Championship Manager in 1992, a split 
between developers Sports Interactive and 
publisher Eidos resulted in a name change to 
Football Manager in 2005. The core gameplay 
and approach hasn’t changed at all, and while 
those who haven't played it might write FM 

off as a glorified spreadsheet, those who have 
will know it’s a sophisticated simulator with the 
addictive qualities of Civilization. Be prepared 
to subtract some serious hours from yout life 
as you watch the results come in. The latest 
version, Football Manager 2009, is available 
from Steam for $US44.99, although sadly it 
appears to be saddled with restrictive DRM like 
many modern PC games. 


Black Isle, 1997 and 1998 

Try to imagine that ‘Mad Max’ was made by 
Terry Gilliam shortly after he’d finished Brazil and 
you might be able to visualise the stylised sci-fi 
world of Fallout. Set in the post-apocalyptic 
wastelands of 2077 following a nuclear war, 

the Fallout world features computers that use 
vacuum tubes instead of silicon, and also has 
great turn-based combat featuring comic-book 
animations. A year later, Fallout 2 offered a new 
game world, more sophisticated NPCs and a 
wider selection of weapons. The brand-new 
Fallout 3 is a good game, but it’s worth seeing 
how the series began. It’s easy too — the first 
two games are available for $US5.99 each from 
Good Old Games (www.gog.com). 


id Software, 1995 
It's difficult to imagine PC gaming without first- 
person shooters, but that’s what we had before 
1992 when id Software released Wolfenstein 
3D. While this heavily pixellated Nazi-busting 
corridor fest was jaw-dropping at the time, it 
looked like Manic Miner in comparison to 
1993's Doom. With detailed scenery, a stack of 
gruesome weapons and some heart-stopping 
scary moments, Doom was the most fun 
kids (and not a few adults) of the time had 
experienced since the BMX was invented. 
Combine this with the assaulting MIDI 
soundtrack, which was as near as you came to 
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thrash metal on a Sound Blaster Pro, and you 
have the winning classic that is Doom. Ultimate 
Doom costs $US9.99 for a DOSBox enabled 
version from Steam, which includes an extra 
episode called Thy Flesh Consumed. 


Acornsoft, 1984 

There aren’t many games that can stand the 
test of time after a quarter of a century, but Elite 
just about manages it. Although it was primarily 
programmed for the BBC Micro in 1984, the 
game appeared on just about every platform 
during the 1980s, and the PC version was very 
popular when it was released in 1987. 

Created by UK bedroom programmers lan 
Bell and David Braben, the game brought us 
3D polygons in an era dominated by primitive 
2D graphics, and saw you flying, fighting and 
trading your way through space. The game’s 
sheer scope and size was incredible for the 
hardware at the time, and the game even went 
on to inspire the current MMO, EVE Online. You 
can download Elite from lan Bell’s site at www. 
iancgbell.clara.net/elite/pc 


THE SECRET OF 
MONKEY ISLAND 
TAND 2 


LucasArts, 1990, 1991 

Guybrush Threepwood’s down-to-earth 
grog-tfilled adventures are the first games 

that everybody thinks of when you mention 
point and click adventures, and are a defining 
moment in the genre. The first two Monkey 
Island games ran at 320 x 240 with a limited 
colour palette, but they managed to bring us 
ingenious comic timing, a genuinely funny script 
and a veritable galleon full of pirate puzzles. If 
you haven't met the ghost pirate LeChuck, or 
experienced ‘insult sword fighting’, then now's 
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a good time to download ScummVM (www. 
scummvm.org), and then pick up the original 
disks from eBay. 


GRAND PRIX 
LEGENDS 


Papyrus, 1997 

The Beatles had just released Sgt Pepper and 
colour broadcasts were only just kicking off 
around the world. It’s 1967 man, and it’s also 
the golden age of moior racing, the year in 
which Papyrus Design Group’s seminal game 
Grand Prix Legends is set. In Grand Prix Legends, 
you drive cars that weigh very little, have no 
ground force beyond good old-fashioned gravity 
and run on tyres that, compared to modern 
slicks, are as wide as ties, and generate about as 
much grip. You can then add to that some of the 
most dangerous racing circuits in existence, as 
Legends includes the Nurburgring Nordschleife. 


Zipping around an oval track might be all right 
for some, but Grand Prix Legends includes all 
fourteen twisted miles of a track that, by 1970, 
was being boycotted by F1 drivers as too 
dangerous. It's difficult, but rewarding to master. 
It's another classic that you'll need to visit the 
Amazon marketplace to buy. 


COMMAND & 
CONQUER: RED 
ALERT SERIES 


Westwood/EA, 1996 - Present 

After inventing the real-time strategy genre, 
how could Westwood better Command & 
Conquer and Dune II? Simple - invent a 

world where WWII never happened, and pitch 
the Americans against the Russians with 

an arsenal of ridiculously cool weapons and 
vehicles. From the Kirov airships to the Tesla 
Coil base defences, the Red Alert games have 
consistently offered an entertaining single-player 
experience, while also providing a thoroughly 
enjoyable multiplayer one. The original Red 
Alert is available as a free download (www. 
ea.com/redalert/news-detail.jsp?id=62) 
while the newest title in the series, Red Alert 3, 
is available all over the place. 


WING COMMANDER 
SERIES 


Origin Systems, 1990 - 1996 

In the same way that your Crysis frame rate 
gains you bragging rights among your PC- 
owning peers today, in 1990 you could impress 
your mates with a PC that would run Wing 
Commander smoothly. Officially, the original 
Wing Commander would run on a 12MHz 286 
in EGA, but this was a surefire way to make 
people point and laugh at your PC. Meanwhile, 
your mate who'd just bought a brand-new 
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486 could play this groundbreaking space 
combat simulator in all its VGA glory. Paving 
the way for future titles such as X-Wing, Wing 
Commander's great graphics were the closest 
you could get to living out fast-paced space 
combat with your joystick. Future games in the 
series also featured full-motion video, with Mark 
Hamill playing Colonel Christopher Blair. As it’s 
another IP now owned by EA, it isn’t readily 
available legally online. 


THIEF 1 AND 2 


Looking Glass Studios, 1998 and 
2000 

Not content with successfully fusing the first 
person shooter and RPG genres in System 
Shock, with Thief, Looking Glass also created a 
whole new genre — the first person sneaker. Set 
in a quasi-medieval fantasy environment, Thief 
put you in the shoes of Garrett, a freelance 
thief. Rather than fighting guards, the game 
encourages you to find ways to sneak into your 
objective without being seen, whether it be a 
castle, a cathedral or haunted ruins. The Thief 
games were one of the first to make audio an 
important part of the gameplay experience, an 
immersive lighting engine and Al characters 
that lived and talked and reacted rather than 
just waiting to be killed. 
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Westwood, 1992 

David Lynch couldn’t turn Frank Herbert's 
brilliant sci-fi novel ‘Dune’ into a decent movie 
(says who? -ed), so it came as a welcome 
surprise when Westwood not only made a new 
game, but effectively created a new genre: the 
RTS. While obscure Megadrive game Herzog 
Zwei featured elements of the RTS, in Dune 2, 
the game style arrived almost fully formed. A 
choice of different armies, resource mining, tank 
rushes and base building feature, along with 

an atmospheric MIDI soundirack. While Dune 2 
lacks some modern features (you can’t group 
select units, for instance), it has a directness 
and simplicity that make it worth picking up. It’s 
available for download from Abandonia (www. 
abandonia.com/en/downloadgame/36). 


SEP 


lon Storm, 2000 

Taking its cues from Cyberpunk novels such 

as William Gibson’s Neuromancer, Deus Ex is 

a futuristic, dystopian RPG crossed with a first- 
person shooter. With the flexibility to achieve 
your goals in several ways, Deus Ex offers a 
variety of different experiences depending on 
your attitude, which also makes it good fun to 
play again, and it’s a good deal longer than your 
average first-person shooter. Originally released 
in 2000, the flat textures look a little dated now, 
but you'll soon forget that when the game 

gets going. Deus Ex is available on Steam for 
$US9.99. 


CALL OF DUTY 
SERIES 


Infinity Ward and Treyarch, 
2003 - present 
Starting as an intensely realistic World War II 
combat game, Call of Duty went through a brief 
Modern Warfare stage in its fourth outing before 
returning to WWII for World at War, the newest 
(and least relevant) CoD. Known for its intense 
combat, Call of Duty has come to define 
war-based, historically set FPS gaming. While 
the single-player campaigns in Call of Duty are 
often short, the superb multiplayer experience 
makes up for this. The most recent instalment, 
World at War, is available from Amazon while 
the original, Call of Duty 2 and 4 are available 
from Steam. 

Let us not speak of CoD 3. 


ULTIMA VII 
PARTS1AND 2 


Origin Systems, 1992 and 1993 


The Ultima series can be credited with creating 
a lot of milestones in the RPG industry, not least 
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making the first commercially successful MMO 
with Ultima Online back in 1997. In fact, the 
Ultima series is so successful that its creator, 
Richard Garriott, made enough of a profit to fund 
a trip to the International Space Station this year. 
However, Garriott’s favourite part of the series, 
and ours, is Ultima VII. This comes in two parts 
(The Black Gate and Serpent Isle), which are 
independent of each other. Introducing a proper 
point and click interface to the series, as well 

as real-time action, these games represent the 
pinnacle of top-down RPGs. Both are available 
to download from Abandonia (www.abandonia. 
com/en/downloadgame/109). 


CRYSIS & CRYSIS 
WARHEAD 


Crytek, 2007 and 2008 

It will be interesting to see how well Crysis ages 
when its graphics are the modern-day equivalent 
of those of Far Cry, but meanwhile it’s as good 
as it gets in terms of visuals. With destructible 
environments, gorgeous water effects and 
stunning scenery, Crysis is an amazing sight to 
behold. Both Crysis and Crysis Warhead are 

a little short, but Crytek makes up for this by 
throwing a ridiculous amounts of enemies at you 
and rewarding you with the ability to drive tanks, 
trucks, boats and planes. Both are available on 
Steam or from Amazon. 


ALIEN VERSUS 
PREDATOR 


Rebellion, 1999 

With its contrived juxtaposition of two 

popular Hollywood monsters, Alien vs 
Predator originally looked set to stink like an 
overcrowded LAN event, so it was a very 
pleasant surprise when it turned out to be a 
well-crafted and genuinely terrifying experience. 
Although the Alien vs Predator formula had 
already been tried on various consoles in the 
1990s, it was the 1999 3D PC game that really 
made its mark. After all, what could be cooler 
than tracking down an HR Giger alien using 
first-person Predator vision, or ripping your 
enemy to shreds with your alien claws? Sadly, 
this is another game not readily available. 


CIVILIZATION SERIES 
MicroProse and Firaxis, 1991 
— present 
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Constructing the pyramids, building battleships 
in the 15th century and colonising Alpha 
Centurai are just three of the thousands of 
achievements open to you in Sid Meier's 
Civilization games, which cast you as an 
immortal ruler with control over everything from 
road building to military strategy. Civilization is 
fantastic, but don’t start a game late at night, 
or you'll still be having ‘just one more turn’ 
when it’s time for work. Civilization III and IV are 
available from Steam. 


DAY OF THE 


TENTACLE 


LucasArts, 1993 

You’d usually expect to find tentacles attached 
to a squid, octopus or perhaps a big green 
alien, but in this warped LucasArts adventure, 
they wander around on their own, coming 

up with nefarious plans to rule the world. A 
product of Tim Schafer and Dave Grossman, 
this legendary time-travelling escapade sees 
the return of Maniac Mansion’s geeky Bernard, 
along with two new mates, who have to prevent 
the evil desires of a purple tentacle from coming 
to fruition. 


Blizzard, 1997 and 2000 

Although it’s now better known for the insanely 
popular World of Warcraft, Blizzard’s flagship 
game in 1997 was the demonic dungeon 
battler, Diablo. In the midst of an apocalyptic 
war between Heaven and Hell, your town 
comes under attack from demon hordes, and 
it’s up to you to avenge the deaths of your 
family, while saving your town from Diablo, the 
Lord of Terror. The quest takes you through a 
series randomly generated dungeon levels, in 
which you battle various monsters, learn spells 
and arm yourself accordingly. No two games of 
Diablo are ever the same, which makes it good 
fun to play again. Diablo || features more click- 
happy, hack-and-slash gameplay and better 


Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic. 


\ SPECIALFEATURE 


Diablo. Click, click; ares 


multiplayer modes. Diablo II is available from 
www.blizzard.com/store. 


ARMA: ARMED 
ASSAULT 


Bohemia Interactive, 2007 

If you can’t sit through a war movie without 
wincing at all the technical inaccuracies about 
tanks or you regularly lay into everyone else’s 
favourite games because of their unrealistic 
combat, then ArmA: Armed Assault is the game 
for you. It isn’t so much a game as a virtual 

war zone. In fact, it’s so realistic that the British 
military uses a modified version of it for training 
purposes. It’s available from Amazon. 


STAR WARS: 
KNIGHTS OF THE 
OLD REPUBLIC 


BioWare, 2004 

Having BioWare develop Knights of the Old 
Republic (KOTOR) was one of LucasArts’ best 
moves since it gave TIE Fighter the green 

light. Set four millennia before Darth Vader 
breathed his first heavy breath, KOTOR tells 
of a time when every man and his Wookie had 
Force powers of some description. KOTOR 
sits somewhere between Jedi Knight and a 
traditional RPG in terms of gameplay, with 
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a choice of three characters in your group. 

Immersive and strangely addictive, KOTOR is 
the epic adventure that you really want from a 
Star Wars game. Sadly, although it’s only four 
years old, it’s hard to find if you want to buy it. 


THE HITMAN SERIES 


IO Interactive, 2000 - present 

The public perception of hitmen hasn't been 
the same since Pulp Fiction, and the Hitman 
series of games gives you a perfect chance 

to make a killing in the assassination business 
yourself. You play super-hard Agent 47 in 

this series, which offers you multiple ways 

of completing your missions and a variety of 
weapons, including sniper rifles and chloroform. 
Hitman isn’t for the faint-hearted, but it offers 
an enthralling interpretation of the assassin’s 
world. The most recent game in the series, 
Blood Money can be found on Amazon and in 
many stores. 


WORLD OF 
WARCRAFT 


Blizzard, 2004 - present 

You know that something is really big when it’s 
given its own episode of South Park. World 

of Warcraft is an international phenomenon, 
which is quite an achievement for a franchise 
that started life as a cult RTS in the early 1990s. 
World of Warcraft (WoW) has since become the 
benchmark by which all other fantasy MMOs 
are judged. It’s available from www.warcraft. 


BioWare, 2008 

EA’s inclusion of SecuROM 7 on the PC version 
of Mass Effect has resulted in a landslide of bad 
publicity, which is a damn shame, as it’s an epic 
space adventure that deserves to be played 

by everyone. Developed by BioWare, Mass 
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Effect makes you feel as if you're living out a 
space opera in the same league as Babylon 

5. You can guide conversations according to 
whichever attitude you choose, and the game’s 
graphics are incredible. It’s tough to summarise 
agame as complicated as Mass Effect in only 
a few words, so we advise simply playing it 
instead. If you can turn a blind eye to EA’s 
secret police DRM system, Mass Effect can be 
bought just about anywhere. 


v 
BALDUR'S GATE 
BioWare, 1998 
While World of Warcraft has capitalised on the 
social potential of RPGs, BioWare’s Baldur’s 
Gate relies on completely the opposite — lone 
single players. Taking its cues from traditional 
Dungeons & Dragons, this real-time fantasy 
adventure represents the pinnacle of traditional 
RPGs. There's nothing particularly original about 
Baldur's Gate; it does what it does extremely 
well. So well, in fact, that you'll find yourself 
conversing with the game’s NPCs, and battling 
ogres and hobgoblins well into the night if you 
don’t keep an eye on the time. The Baldur's 
Gate compilation is available for Amazon. 


TOTAL WAR SERIES 


The Creative Assembly, 
2000 - present. 


Before we had laser-guided missiles and 


Max Payne 2. 
4 


atomic bombs, there was just good old- 
fashioned warmongery, involving thousands 

of men, war elephants and huge castles, and 
this is captured by Creative Assembly's Total 
War games on an awesome scale. The series 
has covered a wide range of war-driven history 
periods, including Rome, Medieval Europe 
(twice) and 16th century Japan. The just- 
released Empire: Total War will bring the series 
to the 18th century, complete with sea battles. 


Lionhead, 2005 

The original Black & White was the Spore of 
the early 21st century. It arrived on a tide of 
massive hype, and had mass-market appeal, 
complex Al, ethical choices and interesting 
design. Unfortunately, like Spore, there were 
many moments where it forgot to be fun. Its 
sequel had a far surer grasp of what makes a 
game enjoyable, keeping the giant humanoid 
avatars but adding in lots more real-time 
combat. Black & White 2 is an extremely 
imaginative take on the god-sim genre and is 
well worth playing. 


RACE DRIVER: GRID 
Codemasters, 2008 

Although it’s primarily a car simulator with an 
excellent damage engine, GRID also introduces 
some arcade-style elements, including the 
ability to turn back the clock with the Flashback 
feature and light strategy when it comes to 
team and sponsorship management. While 
many other driving games focus on the tedium 
of fine-tuning your brakes, GRID is all about 

the thrill of the race, and injects some much- 
needed fun into the genre. If you want to play 

a decent PC racing game, show Codemasters’ 
your support by picking up GRID from just 
about PC store worth its salt. 


MICROSOFT FLIGHT 
SIMULATOR X 


Microsoft Game Studios, 2006 

Now officially the longest-running PC game 
series in history, Microsoft's Flight Simulator 
kicked off in 1982 and hasn’t looked back. 
Flight Simulator X is as good as virtual piloting 
gets with its stunning DirectX 10 graphics 

and realistic flight handling, as well as a little 
structure from the mission system. Believing 
that guns are for sissies and that real men land 
using only the instruments in the virtual cockpit, 
it’s ludicrously detailed — if you play online 

you can even take up a career as an air traffic 
controller. It's available from Amazon. 


MAX PAYNE1AND 2 
Remedy, 2001 and 2003 
If you can ignore the fact that Remedy’s Max 


Payne games inspired a lamentable film starring 
Marky Mark, you'll be in for a treat as both Max 
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Payne and its sequel offer an action-packed 
adventure worthy of John Woo. Drawing 
heavily from The Matrix, the games make a 
lot of use of ‘bullet time’, which allows you to 
slow down time and — surprise!- dodge bullets. 
Gorgeously cinematic, these brilliantly polished 
games make you feel like you’re taking part in 
| a real-life action blockbuster. Both are available 
from Steam for $US14 each. 


AGE OF EMPIRES 
SERIES 


Ensemble Studios, 1997 - 2005 
Taking the addictive historical civilisation 
building and military strategy elements of Civ 
and turning them it into a focused and easily 
accessible RTS was a stroke of genius from 
Ensemble Studios. While Civilization takes you 
from 4000 BC to 2050 AD, Age of Empires 
concentrates on a specific historical setting and 
period, making for a more focused game that 
allows you to thoroughly explore the setting. 
With games and expansion packs that cover 
everything from medieval Europe, the Roman 
Empire and the Far Eastern empire, this is epic 
and addictive strategy series is distinctive 
and involving. 

Sadly, with the recent release of Halo Wars 
for Xbox 360, Ensemble Studios is no more. 


CLOSE COMBAT 
SERIES 


Atomic Games, 1996 onward 

One of the ground-breaking RTS titles, this 
is a series that surprisingly few gamers know 
about these days. Close Combat replaced 
tank-rushes and base building with a slavish 
attention to historical detail — and it’s a great 


Age of Empires 2. 
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game for warnerds because of it! Vehicles and 
soldiers can run out of ammo, psychology is as 
important as proper fire-and-movement, and 
later games added some real strategic depth, 
with large campaign maps to fight over. 

The series has sadly petered out now, and 
outside of bargain bins the game can be hard 
to find. But there is still a thriving modding 
community, and the game’s as good today as it 
was years ago. 


DUNGEON KEEPER 
SERIES 


Bullfrog, 1997 and 1999 
Before Peter Molyneux’s head completely 
disappeared up his highly arty bottom, the 
outspoken designer of Fable created one of the 
funniest and most enjoyable PC games ever 

— Dungeon Keeper. The antithesis of the usual 
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dungeon-battling RPG, in which you have to 
kill all the beasties, Dungeon Keeper instead 
places you in charge of the dungeon. You have 
to recruit local demons, look after treasure, 
breed chickens to feed your minions and lay 
traps for the glory-seeking hero wannabes 
traipsing through your lair of doom. Best of 
all was the ‘slap’ feature for Knocking your 
demons around to make them work harder. You 
can still buy it from Amazon. 

Bless. 


SYSTEM SHOCK 
SERIES 


Looking Glass studios, 

1994 and 1999 

After id Software kicked off the first-person 
shooter genre in 1992, it didn’t take long for 
other game developers to get in on the action, 
and 1994’s System Shock made a big impact 
by being different from all the other monster- 
gunning fests. Fusing the FPS genre with some 
sci-fi RPG magic, System Shock saw you 
playing a space-age hacker with upgradable 
brain implants that gave you extra abilities. The 
sequel, System Shock II, went even further, 
paving the way for ambitious, multigenre games. 
Scary, intelligent, gripping and original, both the 
System Shock games deserve to be played by 
every PC gamer. You can download the original 
from http://tinyurl.com/syshockdl, and there 
are instructions on running it at www.ttlg.com/ 
forums/showthread.php?t=69578 = 


System-Shock 2. | 
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W e get some serious game on this issue, and we've got some great 
gaming gear to go with it. 

We've also got the usual load of great hardware tested to within in an 
inch of its life, including the latest processor from AMD, the Phenom II 
AM3, as well as a board to go with it. 

There’s graphics cards from XFX and ASUS, funky new RAM from 
Kingston and Intel's latest high-speed (though low storage) SSD to get 
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NEWS, REVIEWS AND ROUNDUPS ON THE LATEST HARDWARE 


excited about. And then there’s gamer-stuff - headphones from Razer 
and Genius, a Razer keyboard with a surprise, and Silverstone's effort at 
the ultimate gaming mouse. 

It's also kinda... spooky. 

Then we get to this month’s Head2Head, which is a serious look at fan 
controllers — these babies help keep your system running cool and quiet, 
and we've scoured the world for the best selection to test. 
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GIGABYTE MA7SOFXT-UD5P 34 
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Raven Gaming Mouse 43 
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SYSTEM 
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Ultra Stable, Ultra Cool 


Redefining the Silent Cooling Technology 


| GIGABYTE Silent-Cell graphics cards 
' Proven with 100 hours of intensive 3D test in 50 °C chamber 


www.gigabyte.com.au 


All intellectual property rights, including without limitation to copyright and trademark of this work and 
its derivative works are the property of, or are licensed to, GIGA-BYTE TECHNOLOGY CO., LTD. 
Any unauthorized use is strictly prohibited. | 
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Phenom Il X4 


First AM3 chip to hit the Labs 


Price $300 Supplier AMD 
Website www.amd.com 


Specifications 2.6GHz quad core; 45nm manufacturing 
process; ‘Deneb’ core; 4x512KB L2 cache; 6MB L3 cache; 
13x stock multiplier; 400O0MHz System Bus; 200MHz 

HTT; 95W TDP. 


W: first had a look at the Phenom II back 
in Issue 97, where it was running on 
the AM2+ platform. Performance back then 
was decent, but was restricted by either the 
architecture of the chip or the DDR2 memory 
— though the subzero overclocking performance 
was impressive. 

This is not a new architecture, and is of the 
usual Phenom design that consists of four 
identical cores on the same die as opposed to 
Intel’s Core 2 Quad series that are actually two 
dual-core dies on the one package. Each core 
has its own caches of memory for short-term 
storage and incredibly fast access, with three 
separate levels available. The first level (L1) is 
split into two parts of an equal 64K size, one 
for Instructions and one for Data. Second level 
(L2) cache is 512KB, each core having its own 
unshared amounts of the aforementioned levels. 
Finally there is a third level of cache (LS) that is 
4MB, and this is essentially a shared amount 
between each of the cores that they can ‘fight 


45nm Fun Facts 


Courtesy of Intel (funnily enough) th 
some interesting points about 45nm. Yo 
can fit about 30 million transistors onto a 
pinhead and about two million on any fullstop 
on this page! A hair on the top of your head 

is 90,000nm thick — 2000 times the size of a 
transistor in a 45nm processor. Not only are 
they small, but they can switch on and off at 
up to 300 billion times per second. They're so 
small that there’s only 187 silicon atoms per 
transistor (silicon is roughly 0.24nm)! 


Phenom II X4 810 


0 | 200x13-DDR3- 
13337-7721 
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PiFast 41.36s 38.33s 36.25s 

wPrime 32M -single thread 57.094s 57.58s 51.071s 

wPrime 32M - multi-thread 15.413s (3.70x efficiency) | 14.664s (3.93x) 13.053s (3.91x) 
CineBenchR1064-bit-singlethread | 3036 3286 3481 

CineBench R10 64-bit-multi-thread | 10901 (3.59x efficiency) 11899 (3.62x) 12398 (3.56x) 
Everest Read 8671MB/s 937 1MB/s 9332MB/s 
Everest Write 6604MB/s 7157MB/s 6920MB/s 
Everest Latency 51.1ns 48.4ns 47.6ns 


over’, depending 
on which core 
needs the most. 

This means that if a 
single core is busy and the rest idle, 
that one core will get the entire 4MB of space 
to work with, improving efficiency. Seeing as 
the 810 isn’t a particularly high-end chip this 
isn’t the largest cache size available (GMB being 
present on the faster chips), and is still nowhere 
near the 8MB of Nehalem. 

There are still 758 million transistors inside 
this CPU, each at 45nm (see Fun Facts) and 
the typical die size of 258mm?. Oddly these 
AMS chips are all on a 95W TDP, where the 
AM2+ counterparts are up to 125W - our 
guess is that the process has been refined 
enough to allow less leakage inside the chips 
and therefore less heat wastage. 

Moving to the new socket didn’t involve 
the addition of any new pins, but actually the 
removal of two of them. This means that an 
AMB chip can fit in an AM2+ board (with a 
BIOS update), but an AM2+ chip won’t be able 
to physically fit in an AM3 board. Perhaps the 
most important difference about this chip is the 


217x13; DDR3- 
14467-7-7-21 


230x13; DDR3- 
15327-7-7-21 
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use of DDR3 - the very first 
time that AMD has supported it. 
Unfortunately though, this inclusion hasn’t 

helped the performance of the chip enough 
to really justify that decision. We got a definite 
memory bandwidth increase for jumping to 
DDR of roughly 2000MB/s read speeds, and 
500-1000MB/s write speeds with 10ns less 
latency, but our benchmark results didn’t all 
increase. Bandwidth-hungry benchies like 
PiFast appreciated the extra breathing space, 
and performed better by a second when 
compared to the Phenom II 940 at the same 
clockspeed (8GHZ), but the lack of cache inside 
the chip proper hurt the Cinebench scores. 
Most exciting was the wPrime multithreaded 
performance — we shaved off five whole 
seconds for a performance increase of 28 per 
cent just for having DDR instead. 

Is it worth the price though, considering you'll 
need anew mobo and memory to get the most 
out of it? Sadly, we'd look elsewhere. (=) JR 


Performance ay gone 


Mostly increased a= * 
over AM2+ 


Overclockability ee ly / 
Still no cold bug! } 


Value 
Just mc 


Overall 
For’a first tirade:into DDR3 this 
is'aigood step, but improvement 
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is needed. 
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Gigabyte MA730FXT-UDSP 


Price$340 Supplier GIGABYTE 
Website www.giga-byte.com 


Specifications Socket AM3; AMD 790FX chipset; ATX 
form factor; 2x PCle x16; 2x PCI; 3x PCle x1; 1x EIDE; 10x 
SATA; DDR3-1333 


We seen quite a lot of GIGABYTE 
motherboards over the years at 

Atomic, and they’re pretty reliable in quality 

and overclocking capability. Since GIGABYTE 
introduced its Ultra Durable 3 branding (a lot of 
fluff, but essentially better cooling and twice the 
copper used in the actual substrate of the mobo 
for clearer electrical signals) the reliability of the 
boards have increased significantly — the RMA 
rate for their boards in Australia is approximately 
0.2 per cent. 

This is their latest board for AMD’s new AM3 
chip, and is running the AM3 socket (which 
has 938 pins, two less than the AM2+) as 
well as full support for DDR3 at 1333MHz 
frequencies. Unfortunately there seems to have 
been problems with these new AM3 boards 
running four sticks of DDR at those speeds, 
which engender instabilities and other issues, 
but for two sticks it’s fine and should be enough 
memory for most. 

The chipset is nothing new here, and is based 
around last year’s 790FX, used with high-end 
motherboards. It’s got support for Crossfire and 
PCle 2.0, and a few extra lanes for 1x slots — 42 
lanes in total. This chipset makes a little more 
heat than some others, but is definitely worth it 
for enthusiast-grade ‘clocking. 

Physically this board is very nicely arranged, 
and has plenty of connectivity on the back panel 
with eight USB, two Ethernet, two PS/2, Optical/ 
Coaxial, two Firewire and 7.1 channel audio. 
There's no clear CMOS button here, sadly; 
this would have been quite handy, but there 
is one on the motherboard that is accessible if 
you're benching out of a case. The front audio 
header is just behind the back panel here, and is 


Gigabyte aA 7B0RxT UDSP 
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8671MB/s 
6604MB/s 
51.1ns 


Everest Read 


Everest Write 


Everest Latency 
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annoying to get to neatly. 

Along the bottom edge of the board are two 
USB headers and another Firewire header, as 
well as two fan headers and the front panel 
connectors. Up the right-hand edge are ten 
right-angled SATA ports. Four of these are off 
a separate onboard chip, and all of them can 
be used with RAID. That clear CMOS button 
mentioned earlier is just between these ports and 
the IDE/FDD connectors, and is easy to reach 
even with long graphics cards in Crossfire - even 
inside a case. Hard power and reset buttons are 
also included in the top right of the board, and 
these wiill light up when power is present. 

The 24-pin power connector is right next to 
those buttons, while the 8-pin is in the usual 
place at the top left of the board. Four DDR3 
slots are right next to the onboard buttons, and 
these are colour-coordinated for dual-channel 
memory, just stick the DIMMs in the same 
coloured slot. These are pretty close to the CPU 
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wPrime 32M - single thread 57.094s 57.58s 51.071s 

wPrime 32M - multi-thread 15.413s (3.70x efficiency) 14.664s (3.93x) 13.053s (3.91x) 
CineBenchR1064-bit-singlethread | 3036 3286 3481 
CineBenchR1064-bit-multi-thread | 10901 (3.59x efficiency) 11899 (3.62x) 12398 (3.56x) 


9332MB/s 
6920MB/s 
47.6ns 


9371MB/s 
7157MB/s 
48.4ns 


socket, so very tall memory with larger 

coolers won't play very nicely. 
There is, however, lots of room around the 
sides of the AM3 socket to allow installation of 
large heatsinks, and physically the socket is the 
same dimensions as AM2+. Every heatsink that 
was compatible with that socket will work here 
just fine. The chipset cooling array is nickel-plated 
heatpipes with thick aluminium heatsinks, and 
looks impressively optimabodgical (also known as 
attractive’ in magazine designer-speak). 

Overclocking with this board was incredibly 
well-behaved, getting our 810 chip up toa 
speed of 3756MHz stable (13x289) from a stock 
of 2.6GHz, and remained very cool throughout. 
The BIOS was clear and well laid-out, and 
though there were a few annoying typos 
everything worked as it should. It’s definitely a 
solid choice for anyone into overclocking their 
chips, and we reckon the board will do wonders 
with some decent cooling. ((@) 


Performance = 
Great overclocking, ead 
very stable. 

Value 


A bit pricey, DDR3 
needed. 


Features 
ju could 


If:you're deadset‘on AM3, 


this\is the perfect partner. 
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ECS A790GXM-A 


790GX chipset, back in black. 


Price $200 Supplier ECS 
Website http://www.ecs.com.tw/ 


Specifications Socket AM2+; AMD 790GX chipset; ATX 
form factor; 2x PCle x16; 2x PCI; 2x PCle x1; 1x EIDE; 6x 
SATA; DDR2-1066 


We had a look at a few ECS (also 
known as Elitegroup) offerings 

before, from its decidedly disappointing P45 
motherboard (http://www.atomicmpc.com. 
au/?127011) to a dual-watercooled graphics 
card kit. That P45 board was in the same 
‘Black Series’ as this AMD board — but is this 
one any better? 

The most obvious sign of something being 
in the series is, funnily enough, that the PCB 
is entirely coated in a glossy black colour 
that makes it look extremely cool. Coupled 
with the red, yellow, orange and splotches of 
blue and pink on the board this looks really 
quite awesome. Throw it in a windowed case 
with some funky lit cooler and you'll really 
have something striking to show off (the 
Coolermaster V10 would be well-suited for this). 

Based on the 790GX chipset that includes 
an integrated graphics core with 128MB of 
GDDR3 built into the motherboard, which 
performs roughly the same as a dehydrated 
marathon runner (also known as HD3300), 
and also has 32 PCle 2.0 lanes. This means 
that you can run Crossfire at the full theoretical 
bus speed without any slowdown, as well 
as running Hybrid Crossfire to give a little 
extra performance or screens. Physically this 
chipset is located underneath the burnt copper 
heatsink, and the memory is located right next 
to it — both can be overclocked through the 
BIOS to give a little more performance! 

Just north from the chipset is the power 
regulation heatsink, surrounded by three types 
of solid capacitors and some funky ferrite 
chokes. While most of the capacitors on the 
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board are solid, there are electrolytic ones here 
too — these have a tendency to wear out a few 
years down the track and can effectively kill 
your mobo. Why do they use them? 

They're cheaper. 

Still, the CPU socket has a lot of room 
around it and is bare of components for a good 
three centimetres on each side, even giving 
the RAM some breathing space. Each colour 
shows the channel, with two sticks populating 
the one colour to give more bandwidth just as 
with most AMD boards. The 24-pin power is at 
the edge of the board, while the 8-pin power 
is between the chipset and power regulation 
heatsinks. IDE and Floppy connectors are 
along the right-hand side of the board, as well 
as six SATA ports that are mostly accessible 
when running a single-slot card, though dual- 
slot cards will restrict access somewhat. Luckily 
ECS thought to include some right-angled 
SATA cables for just that occasion. 

Hard power and reset buttons are in the 
bottom right-hand corner, along with all the 
front panel headers. USB and audio headers 
are along the bottom edge of the board. There’s 


217x15; DDR2-866 
5-5-15-24 


230x15; DDR2-920 
5-5-15-24 


42.18s 39.72s 
55.568s 53.817s 
17.955s (3.10x) 16.02s (3.36x) 
3079 3283 

11471 (3.73x) 12790 (3.90x) 
7010MB/s 7473MB/s 
6324MB/s 6712MB/s 


63.3ns 59.4ns 


plenty of room for airflow between expansion 
cards, and the usual Molex connector on the 
board to supply an extra source of 12-volt 
power to aid in stability. There’s no clear CMOS 
button, so you'll have to pull the BIOS battery 
out — helpfully placed right underneath where the 
cooler would be on a long dual-slot card. D’oh. 

The back panel has the usual two PS/2, six 
USB, two Ethernet, HDMI, VGA, 7.1 channel 
audio, Optical port and for some really head- 
scratching reason a Serial port. 

We've waded through the layout of the 
board, now onto the meatier chunks of 
interesting info — overclocking. We chucked our 
usual settings in of 217Mhz but hit a roadblock. 
Oddly this board can only be increased in 
5MHz increment steps instead of the usual 
1MHz, something that is very restrictive. The 
voltage measurements were given in the BIOS 
for everything except the actual CPU voltage, 
but we still managed to eke out a stable 
HTT bus of 245 ona 18x multiplier — a great 
overclock for a budget board. (() JR 


Performance Cam) 
Nice for AMD, but = | 
pales in comparison to 


Value 
Very cheap for a kev 
solid board. | 


Features 


A decent clocking budget board. 


e$680 Supplier XFX 

site www.xfxforce.com 
Specifications 670MHz core; 1250MHz memory 
(2500Mtzeffective); ISO8MHz shader; GT200 core @ 
55nm; 240 stream processors; IGB GDDR3; 512-bit memory 
interface; dual slot PCB with active cooling; two 6-pin PCle 
power connectors 


| ae on from our look at two 

GTX285 cards last issue, XFX sent us its 
overclocked version of the card. You know, for 
some serious alone time. Of course, we only 
benched the card and wrote this, but we could 
have used it for almost anything else (funky 
paperweight anyone’). Though, seriously, the 
XFX GTX285 is good for quite a bit more than 
just holding some papers down. 

The thing it’s best at, naturally, is pushing 
pixels from its siliconney innards to your screen. 
Running the 55nm revision of the GT200 core, 
which should prove cheaper and slightly cooler, 
the XXX edition means that they’ve whacked an 
overclock on the card up to 670MHz from the 
648 stock. Memory is also overclocked, but it’s 
a pretty wimpy 8M increase to 1250MHz. A 
512-bit memory bus keeps the card humming 
along nicely, with a whole gigabyte of space 
there for all the game textures you could want 

— Anti Aliasing benefits from this extra room 
quite a bit. 

Inside the decidedly cool-looking packaging 
are all the cables that you'll need to get a 
display signal out of the card. There’s also the 
usual installation manual, driver CD, and a very 
welcome copy of Far Cry 2. Oh and there should 
be a graphics card in there too, if you're lucky. 

Performance of the card is pretty good in both 
our games, with Crysis and GRID being very 
playable. None of the stuttering issues were found 


XFX GTX285 XXX Gaming Benchmarks 


GRAPHICS CARD 


XFX GTX285 XXX 


A Far Cry from the best, but still quite good. 


with this card that the 4850 Matrix had. 3DMark 
scores were also good, though the overclock 
gave only a few extra points here and there. 
Physically the card is just like any other 
reference GTX285, with a black obsidian-esque 
plastic shroud covering the cooling inside. The 
back of the PCB is left bare, while the shroud 
itself is adorned with an odd bull that is split 
between the two halves of the sticker. Inside 
is where the copper base mates with the core, 
aided by heatpipes to take the heat and spread 
it to the thick aluminium fins inside. The large 
squirrel-cage fan takes in cool air and blows it 
through here like a wind tunnel, transferring a lot 
of the heat directly out the back of the case. 
There's two DVI ports, two SLI nipples, two 
PCle 6-pin connectors, and the fan is controlled 
via a 4-pin PWM cable. NVIDIA's recent odd 


Score 


Crysis 


Race Driver GRiD 


36 


Frames per second 


inclusion of the power LED on the bracket of the 
card is here as well, which will light up one colour 
if the card has both cables in, and another if it 
doesn’t. Seems very odd to have it there, but it 
must make a kind of sense to someone! 

Temps at idle are 47 with 56.6dBA, and load 
with 72 at 57dBA. The power regulation for the 
card makes the usual high pitched screaming 
noise when displaying high frames per second, 
especially in Crysis — this can get annoying when 
benching, but once inside a case shouldn't be 
too noticeable. 

What's quite disappointing about this card 
is that the Inno3D card from last issue had 
higher clocks, included the same game and 
another freebie inclusion — as well as coming 
in at $30 less! The thing you’re getting with the 
XFX GTX285 is the warranty and support, both 
of which are something that XFX do very well, 
however. Of course with the slight headroom 
afforded by the relatively cool temps, you can 
overclock the card even further — though killing it 
by pushing a little hard isn’t covered. (@) JR 


Performance ce 
Small overclock yields |= 
small increase. 


Bundle (= 
Good game and Besse! 
cables/adaptors. 


Definitely worth a good, long look. 


All you can hear is the sound of nature! 
_ Toughpower QFan, ultra quiet! 


Toughpower 


OFan 500w/00w/ 
750W/850W 


Introducing the new patent designed Toughpower QFAN 
series with its amazing LIFETIME WARRANTY. If reliability 

is important to you, the QFAN series is the only choice that 
consistently performs. When you select from the QFAN series 
you're choosing high quality Jaoanese components subjected 
to Thermaltake's extensive quality control and backed with a 
LIFETIME WARRANTY. 


Features: 


www.thermaltake.com.au + 140mm ball-bearing fan decreases noise up to 17% 
* Compatible with the latest PC components (SLI, CrossFire) 


k * Unique cable management system means less mess and 
j erm a ra 2 better chassis airflow 


Goolalt your LiFe * Exclusive 5-way intake and 1-way exhaust lowers system tempertature 

WA SA NSW QLD VIC TA 

Austin Computers All Needs Computers JK GameDude Centre Com Principal Computers 

www.austin.com.au wwwaallneeds.com.au www.ijk.com.au www.gamedude.com.au = www.centrecom.com.au www.tasmanianpc.com.au 

08 9201 2788 08 8211 8661 02.9745 0877 07 3387 1500 03 6235 5010 

PLE Computers D’Ambra Computers J&W Computers PC Superstore Computer & Parts Land 

www.ple.com.au www.dambracomputers.com.au www,jw.com.au www.pcsuperstore.com.au www.cpl.net.au 

08 9309 4771 08 8252 6223 02 9726 2818 07 3299 3399 03 8542 8688 . — 

Softline Leader Computers Mwave Umart Online Scorpion Technology FToughpower 

www.softline.com.au www.leadersystems.com.au www.mwave.com.au www.umart.com.au www.scorptec.com.au 

08 9361 4788 08 8112 6000 07 3369 3928 1300 726 770 QFan 

Eco-Friendly 

A ni Ware iM Authorized Distributor for Australia WWwwW.anyware.com.au 


COMPUTER ACCESSORIES Ph: 1300 269 927 


Price$TBA Supplier ASUS 
Website www.asus.com.au 
Specifications 625MHz core; 993MHz memory 
(1986MHz effective); RV770 PRO core; 800 shader units; 
512MB GDDR3; 256-bit memory interface; dual slot PCB 
with active cooling; 6-pin PCle power connector 


WW we were kids, graphical quality didn’t 
seem too important — we'd be as happy 


playing some ultra-realistic postmodern all- 
brown wartime sim as we would be if we were 
playing Super Mario in black and white. Now 
though we need a little more than a bouncing 
Italian plumber on a mushroom-fuelled quest 
for booty — and that's where a graphics card will 
come into play. 

This particular card was provided by the 
wholly un-plumbing-related ASUS, and sits firmly 
in its Matrix branded range of black obelisks. 
There are absolutely no surprises with the tech 
specs here, running the RV770 PRO core at 
625MHz and the memory at 993MHz, both 
incredibly disappointingly left at stock speeds. 
Just an aside to the engineers — if you’re going to 
slap a different cooler on a card, at least increase 
the clocks! Still, the 256-bit memory bus should 
give us a decent amount of bandwidth out of the 
512MB of GDDR3 memory whacked on here, 
and the PCle V2 interface will reciprocate this 
bandwicth to the rest of the system. 

Even though this card is running at stock 
speeds, we see a performance increase over the 
Palit HD4850 Sonic we looked at back in Issue 
94 — this is because the Catalyst drivers have 
been tweaked enough that roughly five more 
frames a second are eked out from Crysis. We 
get the same 3DMark scores we could expect, 
however. Strangely this card had a little tantrum 
with GRID, dropping the framerate to zero and 


Asus 4850 Matrix 3d Mark scores 


GRAPHICS CARD 


ASUS 4850 Matrix 


Has nothing to do with the movie. 


rendering it completely 
unplayable for up to five 
seconds... after which it'd keep 

going at the usual average. Through that 

it'd keep our keystrokes saved up, and comically 
slam us against the wall much too early or late 
for the turns — very frustrating! 

With temps of 40 degrees idle at 66dBA, 
and load at 63 and 70dBA this card has a little 
headroom at least for some overclocking. Heat 
really isn’t too much of a problem here... but the 
noise certainly is, producing an annoying whining 
noise that the whole Matrix series shares thanks 
to a very small squirrel cage fan. Cooling would 
be much better if the fan had thicker blades and 
less of them, because right now you can barely 
feel air moving there at all. 

What little air is taken in is spread throughout 
radial fins that are soldered to a heatpipe. This 
heatpipe snakes to the core of the card, where 
it meets two others and they all lie on a copper 
base. Those other two heatpipes move to 


3DMark 06 = 11543 © 


3DMark Vantage - P6582 


Asus 4850 Matrix Gaming Benchmarks 


Average 46.85 
Minimum 20.89 


Crysis 


Average 44.32 


Minimum O 


Race Driver GRiD 


38 


Score 


Maximum 70.40 


Frames per second 


just underneath that ASUS logo, where they 
dissipate the heat in a series of long aluminium 
fins. These channel the airflow along the length 
of the card, and straight out to the ventilated PCI 
bracket. Around all that is a metal shroud to help 
direct the airflow whose other purpose is to look 
attractive. Just like Atornic’s tech writer *cough*. 

Also covered by this heatsink are the memory 
chips, all eight of them, underneath a shaped 
piece of anodised aluminium with raised pillars 
to improve surface area. The PCB is a dark 
brown colour, and has a single PCle 6-pin power 
connection, as well as two Crossfire nipples. 
You've also got two DVI ports at the back, which 
is very handy. 

Overall this is the kind of card you'd buy for 
the gamer who didn’t really care about noise, 
didn’t want the very best performance (and 
didn’t want to play GRID at all would also be a 
plus) but instead wanted a card that just looked 
the part. Being rather funkiful in appearance, 
the 4850 Matrix does just that. Still, we'd 
prefer something else — check out the graphics 
roundup in Issue 98 for our preferences! © JR 


Performance =F ge 

Decent, but no .— 

overclock. 

Bundle A Vy a\ 
— 


Value 


Overall 
Not the card it could be, but not all 


bad either. 
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Intel X25-E 32GB SSD 


The fastest just got furious. 


YAW 
\ WANN YOY 


Kone, OVEN 
WL 
VNU 


Price $800 Supplier Intel 
Website www.intel.com 


Specifications 32GB; 2.5in form factor; SATA 3Gb/s 
Gallery link http:/Awww.atomicmpc.com.au/?138211 


move to get 
your data. 

The drive performs 
admirably — being 
made with Single- 
Level Cell flash gives 
O k, first off, and before you read any more it inherently sweet 

of this review check out the price, andthe — performance. This means 
capacity. You'll probably see an eight hundred, that a single bit will be 
and a thirty-two, and you'd not be wrong — this stored in each cell of the 
is $25 for every gigabyte of storage you pay for memory, as opposed to 
this drive. What makes it worth it? Does anything — multiple bits, improving speeds. 
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actually make it worth that huge pricetag? Well, We got an average read speed 
just maybe. of 229.4MB/s, a maximum of 
This is a Solid State Drive, essentially a 257.9MB/s and an access time of only 0.1ms. So Re oS TTS 
glorified USB stick with incredibly fast memory What this equates to in HDD terms is the speed overall 
chips inside. They’re laid out in rows, and the of a Velociraptor twice over again; and then | b peel! lily 
form factor of the drive is the standard 2.5 some more performance on the top! | aS 
inches wide. It weighs about as much as your Sadly, being only 32GB means that you'll 
average MP3 player (not much at all), makes either have only the OS on it (perhaps one game) 
no noise while running, and doesn’t have any or just your games, and there isn’t a phenomenal 
moving parts in it at all- meaning you don’t have — amount of space here. If you need the speed 
to wait for platters to start spinning or heads to however, this is the cream of the crop. © JR A SOR ue SESS 


Kingston HyperX KHX1I6000D3K3/ 
3GX Triple Kit <> 


Now with twice the aluminium! 


offering. Consisting of the usual green PCB and 
240 pins for the DDRS socket, these triplets 
have a pretty impressive heatsink on each 

of them. Made from anodised aluminium, 
these have grooves right where the 
actual memory chips sit to dissipate 


Price $TBA Supplier Kingston 

Website www.kingston.com 

Specifications 3x 1GB kit; PC3-1600; DDR3-2000; 9-9- 
9-27; 1.65v; 240-pin DIMM; Non-ECC Unbuffered DDR3 


Wie seen our fair share of triple kits of heat, and huge chimney-esque 
DDR3 through the labs, each with their fingers at the top of each stick. 
own take on the best kit for Nehalem. Kingston is These heatsinks were quite 
another player in the market, and we've not got good in use too, as the sticks 

their offering in — until now. hardly even became warm to touch 


Under the giant all-encompassing umbrella of anywhere. One caveat with this is clearance 
their HyperX branding, you can tell straight away — — they're so tall you'll have to watch out what 
that these are intended as the enthusiast-grade heatsinks you use them with (the Coolermaster 
V10 won't fit over them, for instance). These 
1G00MHz; 2000MHz: particular sticks come with two XMP profiles, 
8-8-8-24(IT);  9-9-9-24(IT); the fastest of which is 200OMHz @ 9-9-9-27 
1.65V 1.65V-Stock timings, which will automatically overclock your 
CPU and RAM (as well as overvolt) to give you 
guaranteed working settings. We chucked in the 
wPrime32M8x | 7.394s 7.395s slightly slower but tighter settings of 1600MHz @ 
7-7-7-21 and got a lower performance in all the 
sine VaR baelcuate bandwidth tests — really high MHz is the best way 
Everest Write 14517 MB/s 16458 MB/s to go with these sticks. We could even push them 
EverestLatency | 25.4ns 22.4ns a little over 2000; these are the best sticks we’ve 
seen yet. © JR 


atemic 39 


HexusPiFast 26.33s 26.578 


HARDWARE WZ HEATSINKS 


ASUS Triton 81 


The son of the king of the sea has no power over i7. 


Price$120 Supplier ASUS Wet 


S 


site WWW.asus.com.au how they both join into the one 4-pin 
Ss cations 4 heatpipes, aluminium tower cooler, twin PWM connector, making it very 
92mm PWM fans, pushpins easy to plug in. The fans made a 
. = — : collective noise of 68.4dBA at any 
A: has had an endearing quirk of naming point that the system was running 
their heatsinks after odd-sounding choices — except for just after boot, which was 


(see the Lion Square for a good example), but quite an irritating drone to have going 
they are usually very good quality, and have all the time. 
decent performance. The Triton 81 is compatible Fourty-four aluminium fins are 


with LGA 775, AM2 and LGA1366 so naturally sandwiched between the two 92mm fans, each 
we tested this heatsink with Nehalem — our i965. cut into shape to allow airflow to escape through 


This heatsink is symmetrical, and looks just the sides and potentially cool the northbridge 
like a butterfly from above. Two identical blue (assuming the heatsink there is tall enough). Four 
LED fans are framed with blue aluminium, and heatpipes pierce each fin, bent in half to provide 


both push air in the one direction. Also handy is eight paths for heat transfer, and they mate with 
a roughly machined nickel-coated base. We got 
decent temps at idle for our chip, but load in 
both cases is quite toasty and actually crashed 
when overclocked — look for something else to 
cool your beastly Nehalem. The good news is 
that while it couldn't cope with the 150W-odd of 
3.2GHz, 1.28V 70 heat, it will be able to for any dual or quad core 
3,60GHz, 1.375V 90 - Crashed from the Core 2 series, so should be a decent 
choice for those. 


Overall 
Not good enough for i7, but Cor 
users willlikeiti= 
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ASUS Triton 81 


Coolermaster V10 


Even an engine isn’t quite as interesting as this! 


,  heatpipes, which 
Price199 Supplier Coolermaster oa heat and 


Website www.coolermaster.com f 
run it upwards to 


the vertical/main 
heatsink. 

Each area has 
its own fan, with 


Specifications tower heatsink w/ en-suite, 10 heatpipes, 
TEC, dual 120mm fans 


a 


e calmly opened the box, and then the en-suite getting 
— WHOA| That thing is huuuge! We weren’t a downwards-facing 
wrong either — with a weight of 1.2kg, dual red LED fan that will 


120mm fans and ten heatpipes, plus a Thermo- blow onto the memory, 
Electric Cooler that can handle SOW of heat, the and the vertical getting 
entire assembly is rated up to 200W of heat! a rearwards-facing replica 
The base of this behemoth is nickel-plated that exhausts out of the 
copper, with six heatpipes running through it. Six case. The TEC itself sits 
go to the aluminium fins over at the en-suite, and —_ on the top of the base, and 
four of the six also go to the small TEC plate on iS powered by a Molex cable. It 
the side. These four are on the cool side of the actually gets quite cool on the cold 
TEC, and bring the cool back to the CPU core. side too, enough that we can definitely tell it’s 
On the hot side of the TEC are the remaining four — working without being so cold that condensation 
might become a problem. 
When working though, it’s pretty decent. 
The heatsink isn’t astounding, just solid, but 
does makes an annoying 67.1dBA of noise 
(measured next to the logo). It can stand a little i7 
3.2GHz, 1.28V overclocking though, and it’s visually impressive 
3,60GHz, 1.375V — just be careful how you treat your rig with 
this installed! ( 
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Overall 
OMG BIG. Good performan 
though ali as 


Coolermaster V10 


Aspire Gemstone Blue 


Acer Aspire Gemstone 16” 

Vista Home Premium 

Intel Core 2 Duo 2.53Ghz 4GB Ram 
640GB HDD NV9600GS Fingerprint 
DVBT Digital High Definition TV Tuner 
Media Center Remote Control 
Firewire Bluetooth Wifi HDMI 


Acer Aspire Gemstone 16” 
Vista Home Premium 

Intel Core 2 Duo 2.4Ghz 3GB Ram 
320GB HDD NV9300 GS Fingerprint 
Bluetooth Wifi HDMI 2YRSWTY 


Acer 24" Gaming HD LCD 


(penis 


Acer P244WB - 24" HD Widescreen LCD 
2ms 20,000:1 2 HDMI Ports 


Hot Summer Sale 


Aspire Predator 


Aspire Predator © 
Acer Aspire G7700 Gaming Machine 
Q8200 2GB 640GB NV 9600GT 


Acer G24 - 24” Widescreen LCD 
2ms 50,000:1 HDMI 


Acer Aspire One 8.9” 
Intel Atom N270 1GB Ram 
160GB HDD WebCam 


www.0oz-digital.com.au 


Address: Ground Floor, 100 Clarence Street, Sydney CBD, NSW 2000, AUSTRALIA 
Phone: 0292626275 Fax:0292626278 Email: online@oz-digital.com.au 


Price TBC Supplier Audion 
Website http://www.audion-mm.com/v2/ 


azer, apart from sounding like something 

you'd shave with, is a well-known 
manufacturer in gaming circles for their top- 
notch, if sometimes a little uninspired, gear. As a 
huge part of gaming, audio is just as important 
as video - being able to hear an enemy sneak 
up on you as bullets whizz past your head, good 
gear just makes the experience that much 
more enjoyable. 

The Carcharias boasts three metres of cable 
(with gold-plated connectors for both mic and 
audio) sleeved in a fabric sheath, and features 
a conveniently-placed control module that 
changes the volume as well as turning the mic 
on/off. It snakes up to the left-hand cup, joining 
with a hard plastic guide that should prevent the 
cable from pulling out or twisting (nothing worse 
than a cable still attached that no longer holds a 
clear signal - or no cable at all!). 

The ear pads are made of a sturdy foam, 
covered with a felt-like material and cloth over 
the drivers. They’re a closed design, with a 


hard plastic shell covered 

in mesh outside that looks 

pretty attractive as well as 

adding a lot of strength. The 

headband is connected with 

thick metal rails into solid plastic 

blocks making adjusting the fit 

of these headphones very easy. On the 

left-hand side there is a boom 

mic connected to one of these 

blocks, which swings down 

easily, and also purports to 

have noise-cancelling 

abilities to reduce 

that background 

ambience. The 

headband is made of solid 

plastic, and has foam that fits your head snugly. 
Audio quality is very good, though the higher 

end is a little washed out by the emphasis 

on bass. This means gunshots will sound 

great, classical music not so much. All things 

considered, the 40mm drivers do a good job at 

reproducing the sound, and have a response of | 

20 - 20,000Hz. (@) JR af ay SREY PESSRRTESEIY/ 


Overall 
A very solid choice for any gamer. 
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Genius HP-O4 Live 


Playing music might cause these to break. 


Price $69 Supplier Altech 
Website www.altech.com.au 
G enius isn’t a name you really think of when 
thinking of headphones — nor any audio 
gear. In fact, they’re a rather unheard-of name 
downunder, and have only recently been brought 
into the country, so we whacked a set on our 
melon and had a listen. 

Claiming to be “Professional Hi-Fi Studio 
Headphones” on the box, these have twin 
40mm neodymium drivers (one in each cup) with 
a frequency response of 20 - 20,000Hz. They 
use a standard 3.5mm audio jack but also come 
with an adapter to 6.5mm. 

Cable length is roughly one-and-a-bit tech 
writers, also known as about 2.5 metres in 
the old measurement system (very outdated 
now, we suggest you stick with the techwriter 
method). This is rubber-coated, with a gold- 
plated connector at one end, and a volume 
control consisting of a single slidebar mounted in 
a thick plastic box. The cable itself is very prone 
to kinking, as the rubber catches itself and twists 


42 


around very easily. 

The ear pads are made out of 
faux leather with foam inserts 
but annoyingly they’re not 
secured very well, and can slip 
off just in the process of putting 
the darn things on! Underneath 
the headband is also some more 
padding, but it’s made of denser and 
better quality foam and is decently 
comfortable. The cups themselves are 
made from very lightweight (very cheap) 
plastic, and are secured to the headband 
with the plastic tabs — this is very flimsy, and is 
likely to be snapped off without too much force 
on it at all. 

Audio quality lacks bass, and seems far away. 
The positioning is pretty average, with the higher 
and lower frequencies muddied into one another, 
giving a very lacklustre listening experience. After 
a few hours of listening to them, we emerged 
back into the real world and everything sounded 
much better — something you really don’t want 
to happen. | 


Overall 
Average sound, dodgy build quality. 


eld 
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SilverStone Raven 
Gaming Mouse 


Also known as the SST-RVMOI. 


Price$88 Supplier Altech 
Website www.altech.com.au 


Gallery link http://www.atomicmpc.com.au/?136404 


L ooking at that very odd mouse in the 
picture (and there’s more photos of it in 
the link just above), you'd expect it to almost be 
tearing around a track — thanks to the carbon 
fibre shell of course. Why a mouse needs it, well, 
why wouldn't it? 

Aesthetically the mouse is a bit of a 
personal choice, with large rubberised left and 
right mouse buttons, a scroll wheel and dpi 
adjustor buttons, two silver buttons that are 
programmable, a forwards/back button, a giant 
plastic wheel that also acts like a scroll and 
another button on that wheel! Unfortunately with 
all that stuff there things get a bit complicated, 
and the entire left side of the mouse is awkward 


MOUSE / KEYBOARD $(ibplalel eV 


to use accurately. That button on the 
wheel changes the dpi settings through five 
programmable steps (shown in the middle 
of the mouse via a VFD, very cool), but we 
bumped that button all to often in use, throwing 
our mousing out of whack. 
The sensor goes all the way up to 3200dpi 
in increments of 400-800, and there is a switch _ 
underneath the mouse to change from “gaming” 
to “normal” that just changes out the slots of 
preset dpi levels, with five levels per setting. 
It's pretty comfortable to hold in use though, 
and fits large hands just as well as smaller hands 
— so long as you're right-handed. Overall this is 
a pretty decent mouse, and if you like the look 
enough to ignore the awkwardness, you'll be 
decently happy with the Raven SST-RVMO1 | 
— even if it is a mouthful.“ JR SS 


Overall 
Won't win awards for eroanomnics. 
but deco nonetheless. 


Razer Lycosa Mirror keyboard 


Do you like shiny reflections and grime? 


Price $179 Supplier Audion MM 
Website www.audion-mm.com 


We: going to once again make the 
spurious claim that there are two kinds of 
people on the world. In this instance, though, we 
are reducing the complexity of humanity in all its 
forms down the duality of those who like Razer 
gaming products, and those who, well, don't. 
Truth be told, but it’s normally a really hard claim 
to make, but in the case of the Lycosa Mirror 
keyboard, we feel pretty confident in believing that 
you'll either love it or - like us — believe that it's the 
spawn of the devil and proof that there is no God. 
On paper everything sounds fine — it’s 
your standard backlit full-size keyboard, with 


headphone and mic jacks and a solitary USB port. 
In the pictures it even looks pretty speccy, with the 


keys all lit up and the piano gloss finish reflecting 
every errant ligntoeam like, a... a thing that reflects 
every light beam. But get it into your sweaty little 
hands and it quickly becomes apparent that no 
one at Razer really thought this one through. 

This keyboard is so shiny and slick that 
even just looking at it leaves a grimy residue. 
Actually touch the thing and it starts to instantly 


atemic 


At this point we feel it’s worth reminding readers 
that with peripherals like this there is no real way 
to judge objectively. Perhaps there are folks who 
will like seeing every shed follicle, cell and smear 
of sweat shining up at them from their keyboard? 
Actually, we hope there aren't. (() 


feel as though the keyboard itself 

is actually exuding a fine film of filth. Which, 
annoyingly, is disgusting on two fronts — one, it’s 
just icky, and two, it’s your own ick that you are 
finding offensive. 

Frankly, we feel like showering afterwards every 
time we use it. 

Then again, perhaps that’s the plan - make a 
keyboard that only clean people can use. Having 
had one or two bad experience at fuggy LAN 
parties, we applaud the endeavour if that were 
the case, but on top of the slime-aspect, there's 
also the fact that your fingers slide around on the 
super-slick keys. 


Overall 
Ew. Also, it’s too damn expensive! 
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SilverStone Fortress FTOI 


If you can't have a pillow fort this is the next best thing. 


Price $310 Supplier Altech 
Website www.altech.com.au 


Specifications: 211 x 486 x 494.5mm (W x H x D); 1x 
180mm Fan (top); 1x 180mm Fan (front); 1x 120mm Fan 
(rear); 5 x 5.25in drive bay (external); 7 x 3.5in drive bay 
(internal); ATX, M-ATX; 3mm-6mm aluminium. 


Gallery Link: www.atomicmpc.com.au/?136151 


W hile we at Atomic have been known to 
create our own makeshift forts from time 
to time (not from pillows, but rather all the tech 
we have), SilverStone decided to weigh in with 
their own offering on the concept of hiding stuff 
behind other stuff. That stuff being tech, anda 
case, respectively; our interest was piqued so 
we grabbed the case and had our merry 

way with it. 

Taking a cursory glance at the front of the 
case, you'll notice that there is a little snowflake 
logo on the meshed grille of the 180mm intake 
fan which (apart from a small SilverStone logo on 
top) is all the branding that you'll find on the case. 
A small power button is just above this, which 
makes a dimly defeated snickering noise when 
pressed. There's a clear piece of plastic separate 
to the button through which the power LED 
shines, but for some reason this is connected 
to the power button and will move back and 
forth awkwardly any time it is pressed — doesn’t 
exactly scream quality. Similarly the 5.25in bays 
are poorly fitted, with a noticeable gap between 
each one that will let quite a bit of dust and other 
such unwantables into the case (though as we'll 
describe later, this isn’t so much of a deal. 

In a tiny little recessed alcove on top of the 
case resides two USB ports, a Firewire port, as 
well as mic/audio. The reset button is also here, 


: 
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which is much better than the power button 
and gives a very reassuring clicking noise when 
used. A 180mm fan grille is also up here, 
providing another intake of fresh air into 
the case. SilverStone used its fancy-pants 
aluminium bending machines to make a 
single piece of aluminium as the fascia, top 
and bottom of this case — this provides 

a lot of strength and makes it look pretty 
darn cool. 

The main attraction, so to speak, is the 
big windowed sidepanel. Thick Perspex 
has been riveted through to the aluminium 
panel, and rather solidly, too. Unfortunately 
it was quite dirty from the factory, and even 
the plastic sheeting that covered it did little 
to hide the dirt when we peeled it off. 

Continuing around to the back of the 
case we've got the usual ATX features, 
with lots of ventilation, rubber watercooling 
grommets that are quite soft, as well as a 
120mm exhaust fan. This means that there 
are two big fans drawing air in, and one 
smaller one pushing it out, giving positive 
pressure. Cooler air will be forced through 
the heatsinks on graphics cards as well as CPU 
heatsinks, and should prove very effective at 
getting it out quickly (and should reduce dust a 
little as well). Thumbscrews secure the panels, 
and a simple lever pops them out easily. 

Inside the case, noise-dampening foam has 
been applied to the inside of the panels in an 
attempt to reduce any irritating whining (though 
lower frequencies might still make their way out 
unhindered). Every metallic surface has been 
anodised black except the thumbscrews and 
PCI brackets. The PSU is installed at the bottom 
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of the case where it rests on a filtered platform. 
There’s plenty of cabling holes here, which 
should make it rather easy to keep things nice 
and neat. Six tooless HDD bays (one hot- 
swappable!) as well as five 5.25in tooless bays 
make installing things easy too. The only real pitfall 
about this case (apart from it’s rather standard 
design) is that when it was released it was about 
$100 - it's more than three times that amount 
now, and its attractiveness has suffered. () 


Build y |) ma. 
Impressive construction, “=” | © 
very solid work. 


Value — 
Not much flash for —en | a ) 
the cash. 


Cooling py 
Lots of movement, 
plenty of airflow. 


Ifit'd stayed at the initial 
release price, we wouldn't 
recommend.anything else. 
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Alienware M17 Crossfire Laptop 


Two GPU cores crammed into a laptop. 


Price $5650 Supplier Alienware 
Website www.alienware.com.au 


Specifications Intel Core 2 Duo P8400 (2.26GHz), 3GB 
1066MHz DDR3 RAM, 512MB ATI Radeon 3870's in 
Crossfire, 20OGB SATA HDD, 1xDVD-RW drive, Internal 
Intel Draft N wireless, funky extras 


Gallery link www.atomicmpc.com.au/?135614 


Ak is a rather boutique manufacturer 
of laptops, and over the years delievered 
a great many offerings — all with an alienesque 
flair to them. The company’s naming scheme 
seems to be similar to automatic-firing rifle 


nomenclature, but the tech inside them is usually 


pretty serious too — as is the pricetag. When we 
heard they'd made a lappy with Crossfire in it (as 
opposed to the norm, SLI) we scrambled to the 
nearest phone to get one of those beasts in for 
some benchies. 

Packed into a black cardboard box, the 
lappy came wrapped in a cloth bag surrounded 
at both ends with firm packing foam. Another 
smaller box was next to the lappy, with all the 
goodies and accessories that you’ll need to use 
it (and some that you probably won't need too). 


The massive power brick, restore CDs, Alienware 


baseball cap, benchmark portfolio (in a very nice 
leather display folder) were all packed neatly into 
that box, as well as a nifty ID badge with Atomic 
printed on it - presumably this’d be your name. 
Sliding off the cloth cover for the machine 
uncovered the matte finish on top of the lid, 


The right-hand side 
of the lappy has two USB, 
Firewire, mic/audio, Optical, volume and 
a securing area for a lock. The volume control 
is similar to the scrolling plastic wheel you'll find 
on many headphones, and does the job simply 
enough without requiring a visual look at it to 
work it — you'll get more sound one way, less the 
other - simple huh? 

Out back is where the voluminous amount 


There’s 3GB of DDR3 here too, and memory 
bandwidth is very respectable for a lappy. 


which felt almost rubbery but not entirely so 

— think a mix between velour and rubber. It has 
the Alienware logo on it, which glows when the 
system is running. At the bottom edge of this is 
an array of status LEDs, showing HDD access 
and power. Around the front edge of the laptop 
is the DVD drive, with two small speakers that 
provide decent (if slightly trebly) audio. If you’re 
going to be watching movies or playing games 
on it though, use some headphones! A sturdy 
clasp holds the lid closed, and this takes a little 
pressure to release it, meaning it’s not going to 
wildly fling open in your hands or bag when you 
don’t want it to. 


of heat will be dumped, courtesy of the vented 
plastic and visible copper heatsink there. There 
are a few plugs back here too with power, 
antenna, hybrid eSATA/USB, VGA, HDMI, USB 
and an Ethernet port. Continuing around the 
lappy to the final side, the rest of the expansion 
options are available. An SD card reader, 
Expresscard slot, two HDD bays and another 
vent are present, with the secondary vent only 
activating when the lappy is under a lot of load. 
Specs are very nice, with a decently fast C2D 
chip running at 2.26GHz, and two Crossfired 
3870s. There’s 83GB of DDR3 here too, and 
memory bandwidth is very respectable for a 


Alienware M17 Crossfire laptop 3d Mark scores 


3DMark 06 - 10626 ~ 


- P5707 


3DMark Vantage 
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lappy. Even with all this heat though, and the 
graphics cores hitting a maximum temp of 83 
degrees in our benchies, we were able to sit the 
laptop actually on the top of our lap the entire 
time without feeling uncomfortable. We even left 
83DMark06 on a loop for a good while, and didn’t 
feel anything more than the annoyingly large 
weight of the machine itself. 

The performance of this lappy is the highest 
that we’ve seen in a laptop yet, returning a score 
of 10626 in 83DMark06 and P5707 in Vantage 

— the same as a highend desktop from two years 
ago — but with a massive price tag too. (( © JR 


Performance = | a 
The best we've seen yet. “== 


Value a a 
Three kidneys and a | - ) aes } | 
spleen donated, and acamesstlizes | 
halfway there. 


If you've got spades of cash, 


this is the best you can buy. 
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Stop 
the. 


noise 


James Gorbold and Antony Leather break the sound barrier! 


[: might sound like a cliché, but there are few 
things as annoying as a noisy PC. What's 
more, as the Thermal Design Power (TDP) of 
components continues to rise, modern PCs 
have more fans than ever before. Although you 
could replace all the fans in your PC, there’s no 
guarantee that the noise the fans make will be any 
more acceptable. Instead, you should think about 
buying a fan controller. 

At a theoretical level, a fan controller allows 
you reduce the rotational speed of a fan’s blades 
(otherwise known as rpm), which in turn makes 
it quieter. However, as the temperature of the 


components inside your PC are directly related 
to the airflow of the fans, you need to make sure 
that you don’t slow down the fans too much. For, 
this reason, most good-quality fan controllers 
allow you to adjust the fan speed in steps. 
Even though a fan controller is one of the 
simplest electronic circuits to build (all you 
two wires and a variable resistor), there's 
variation between one design and anott 
rounded up 15 different controllers fr 
online sources as we could find (‘cause g 
is no barrier to good gear), so that you can: 
the best model to quieten your P 


( rerand model name 


Price 


Drive bay type 
Depth 


Available colour(s) 


Connections and ports 
Number of fans controlled 


Number of temperature 
monitors 


Controls 


Fan output 


Display 
Type 
Colour 


Values 


Extras 
Cables 


rami model fame 


Price 
Drive bay type 
Depth 


Available colour(s) 


Connections and ports 
Number of fans controlled 


Number of temperature 
monitors 


Controls 


Fan output 


Display 
Type 
Colour 


Values 


Extras 
Cables 
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Fan Controllers 


Akasa AllinOne 


£27 
§.25in 
70mm 


Black, silver, 
red, white 


6-12V (18W 
per channel) 


LCD 
Blue 


Fan speed, 
temperature 


2 x 3-pin fan, 4 
x temperature 
probes 


scythe 


Kama-Meter 
£35.99 
§.25in 
75mm 


Black, silver, 
white 


Unspecified 
voltage 


LCD 
Multicolour 


Fan speed, 
temperature, 
sound 


4x 3-pin fan, 4 
x temperature 
probes, 1 

x Molex to 
floppy 


Akasa AllinOne2 


£34.99 
5§.25in 
70mm 


Black, Silver 


6-12V (6W per 
channel) 


LCD 
Multicolour 


Fan speed, 
temperature 


3 x 3-pin fan, 4 
x temperature 
probes 


Sunbeam Rheobus 


US$15.99 
5.25in 
90mm 


Black, silver 


0-12V (20W per 
channel) 


Akasa Fan Control 
Pro 


£27.25 
5.25in 
66mm 
Black, blue, 
champagne 


silver, red, 
silver 


5 - 12V (17W 
per channel) 


LCD 
Multicolour 


Fan speed, 
temperature 


4x 3-pin fan, 4 
x temperature 
probes 


Xilence FCP 


Fan 1: 7-12V, 
Fan 2 and 

3: 0-12V 
(30W for all 
channels) 


3x 3-pin 

fan/Molex, 
1 x Molex 
extension 


Lamptron Fan-Atic 


US$59 


5.25in 


55mm 


Silver 


Unspecified 
voltage (6OW 
per channel) 


5 x 3-pin 
fan, Molex 
extender 


Zalman Fan 
Mate2 


5-11V (6W) 


Lian LiTRS 


$69.00 
5.25in 
35mm 


Black, silver 


Unspecified 
voltage (5.4W 
per channel) 


LCD 


Fan speed, 
tempeature, 
date, time 


4x 3-pin fan, 4 
x temperature 


probes 


ZalmanRC100 


5V 


mCubed T- 
Balancer BigNG 


N/A 


Green 


Unspecified 


voltage (20W 
per channel) 


USB, 6 x 
temperature 
probes 


Zalman RC56 


7V 


Scythe Kaze 
Master Ace3.5in 


$69.00 


3.5in 
67mm 


Black, silver 


3.7V 
- 12V (12W per 
channel) 


VFD 
Blue 


Fan speed, 
temperature 


x temperature 
probes 


Zalman ZM-MFC1 
Plus 


$48.75 
§.25in 
45mm 


Black, silver 


5-11V (7W per 
channel) 


6 x 3-pin fan 


2x 3-pin fan, 2 


Scythe Kaze 
Master Ace 5.25in 


$79.00 


§.25in 
35mm 


Black, silver 


3.7V 
- 12V (12W per 
channel) 


VFD 
Blue 


Fan speed, 
temperature 


4x 3-pin fan, 4 
X temperature 
probes 


Zalman ZM-MFC2 


4-11V 


LCD 
Multicolour 


Fan Speed, 
temperature, power 
consumption 


4x 3-pin fan, 1 
x 4-pin fan, 4 x 
temperature probes 
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‘Lian Li TR5 


Required to operate: Eleven fingers per hand. 


Price $69 Supplier www.i-tech.com.au 
Manufacturer www.lian-li.com 
Buttons aren’t the most effective way of 
adjusting fan speed, and this is made all 
too clear with the Lian Li TRS. The problem 
iS compounded by the fact that the TRS is 
excessively complicated — the user interface 
makes it frustrating to perform a simple task 
such as adjusting the speed of a single fan. 
The images on the box make the TR5’s 
display look amazing, but in reality the display 
iS very poor, with an obvious flicker and 
viewing angles limited to such an extent that 
unless your PC is directly front of you, it’s 


harder to read than a soggy newspaper. In the 
dark. Frustration doesn’t end here though — in 
order to alter the speed of a fan you first need 

to switch to the appropriate channel, hold down 
another button for a few seconds and then use a 
third button to actually change its speed! 

Despite having a large display, the TR5 is 
unable to display the information for all four fans 
and four temperature probes at the same time 

— instead, it cycles through it. The only useful 
feature of the TRS is an automatic fan control 
mode, if you can be bothered to configure 


‘Zalman ZM-MFC2_ 


An incredibly alarming controller. 


Price $78 Supplier www.umart.com.au 
Manufacturer www.zalman.com 
The Zalman ZM-MFC2 is incredibly unintuitive 
and sounds the alarm constantly if a fan isn’t 
plugged into every channel. Presumably this 
is to warn you when a fan has died, but ina 
system with fewer than four fans, it’s bloody 
annoying. The alarm can be disabled, but the 
user interface is so poorly designed that you 
have to be fully versed with the instructions 
before powering it on just to shut the damn 
thing up. 

The ZM-MFC2 has four temperature probes 
and four channels, comprising three 3-pin 


ZALMAN FEIN 
FAN 
or 


ZM-MFC2 tT 


fan headers and a single 4-pin fan header. Each 
channel is adjustable between 4V and 11V, which 
iS a good range, although the lower end of the 
spectrum may not be enough to power some 
high-speed fans. The alarm also has a tendency 
to activate when flicking between channels. 
Adjusting the fans takes forever. There's a 
considerable delay between moving the dial 
and the fan actually changing speed — not what 
you want when trying to fine-tune your fans 
for the best noise/performance ratio. The only 
potentially useful feature is the ability to display 


Resembles the Flying Spaghetti Monster 


Price $60 Supplier www.peripheralsplus.net.au 
Manufacturer www.akasa.co.uk 


Akasa’s AllinOne includes two USB 2 ports, 
a FireWire port, headphone and microphone 
jacks, memory card reader, S-Video output, 
and S-ATA power and data connections. 
In addition, the AllinOne has a 2-channel 
fan controller, which can be adjusted using 
buttons on the front of the device. It has a 
simple backlit display, manual or automatic 
fan speed adjustment, two temperature 
monitors with alarms and is available in 
several colours so that you can match it to 
your PC case. 


Everything you could possibly need is 
included, with Akasa even supplying the 
necessary cables to connect a SATA hard drive. 
The bundle also includes USB 2 and FireWire 
cables, in case your motherboard doesn't have 
the appropriate headers, in which case you can 
use the cables to connect to the I/O ports on the 
back of your motherboard. While there are only 
two fan-control channels, each is rated at 18W. 
As most 120mm fans are rated at less than 3W, 
you can connect several fans to each channel 
using a cable splitter (not included). 
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the temperature probes. Unless you have the 
patience of a saint, the TR5 is best avoided. 


Overall 


or 


ore 
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your PC’s power usage using a meter that’s 
placed between your PSU and the mains 
power lead. That's useful, at least. 


Overall 
More poo! 
devi 0 


ns 


Although the AllinOne is cheap and has a lot 
of I/O ports, the poor-quality screen is hard to 
read, and it feels flimsy and tacky. 


\ 


Overall 
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“Scythe Kaze Master Ace 3.5in 


Cute and stylish, but expensive with only two channels. 


Price $69 Supplier www.pccasegear.com 
Manufacturer www.scythe-usa.com 


However, just as it’s half the size of the 5.25in Still, it does have an alarm that complains 


The Scythe Kaze Master Ace 3.5in is version, it also has half of the features. If you when the fans stop spinning and if that 
essentially a smaller version of the Kaze have a small case with few fans, or just need to annoys you — a simple jumper will turn it off. 
Master Ace 5.25in. It has the same good control two fans, then this won't be a problem, 
build quality and styling, with a brushed but we suspect most PCs will have more than yoo 
aluminium fascia and attractive dials, plus a two case fans. The Kaze Master Ace 3.5in is a 
recessed VFD display that’s clear to read from also expensive for a fan controller with just two Overall 
a wide range of angles. channels. Priced at $69, it’s alittle onthe pricey | Compact and useful 
This 3.5in fan controller has two channels, side for the small amount of channels you're 
so the VFD displays the speed of up to two getting — but might be handy for smaller systems. _| 
fans, and two temperature probes. Like the The Kaze Master Ace 3.5in is a valiant effort at 


5.25in version, it can turn off fans completely, | amore compact fan controller, but it loses points 
and the display indicates when this happens. for its low number of channels and high price. 


Sunbeam Rheobus 
Affordable, but a little basic 


Price $US15.99 Supplier www.petrastechshop.com 
Manufacturer www.sunbeamtech.com 


The Sunbeam Rheobus is a 4-channe! fan heatsinks connected to the resistors on the PCB. __ reasonably attractive, but the lack of fan- 
controller that costs just very little, making itthe | This means that you'll be able to connect several speed display means that it can be tricky to 
cheapest 5.25in fan controller in the roundup. high-speed fans or cathodes to each channel know when your fans are spinning. 

The brushed metal fascia houses four without running into problems. — 
dials and LEDs that change from blue to Sadly, the Rheobus doesn’t have any way of | L 


red when the voltage is increased above reporting fan speed, which can cause problems. Overall 

7\V. It's solidly built, and the dials are very For example, our low-power 120mm fan didn’t Well featured, but sti 
responsive — rotating each one anti-clockwise spin up until the dial was three-quarters of the 

will eventually result in a resounding click, way around, while a high-speed fan didn’t budge 

meaning that the channel has been switched until the dial was maxed out. If you can’t seethe 

off. There’s a massive 20W available to each fan, you won't know if it’s spinning. 


channel, which isn’t surprising given the huge The Rheobus is cheap, powerful and 


“Akasa AllinOne 2 — 


(R)evolutionary design 


Price TBC Supplier www.peripheralsplus.net.au 
Manufacturer www.akasa.co.uk 


Like the Akasa AllinOne, the AllinOne 2 is the fans are made by plus and minus buttons expensive, and only has one more fan channel 

more than just a fan controller - it also hasan —_ below the display. and temperature probe, the control system, 

array of I/O ports. The AllinOne 2 has a much clearer display and build quality are great improvements. 
The specification has been slightly altered, multicoloured display than the original. The eecoeeens 

so the AllinOne 2 has three USB 2 ports AllinOne 2 has three fan channels, which are aa ae 


Overall 


rather than two, and an eSATA connection as —_ controlled manually or automatically, the latter 

opposed to separate SATA power and data being adjusted by three temperature probes that | Easily the better. pickibe 
ports. Akasa has fitted a microSD card reader, you can position inside your PC. Each channel 

plus microphone and headphone jacks, but is rated to provide up to 6W, compared to the 


has removed the line-in and S-Video output. 18W of its predecessor, so you'll only be able to 
The reset and mode buttons are now located _ attach two or three 120mm fans to each channel. 
behind a drop-down cover. Adjustments to Although the AllinOne2 is slightly more 
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Scythe Kama-Meter 
Looks and feels like a 1970s hi-fi system 


~ 
Price £35.99 Supplier www.chilledpc.co.uk @ 
Manufacturer www.scythe-usa.com | J svc 


Maybe the Scythe Kama-Meter should be each adjustable via a single-speed control dial. channels and is simple to operate, it’s a little 
called the Scythe Sickle-Meter... Another dial selects the channel you wish to clunky and display isn’t very clear. 
The funky display colours of the Kama- control, while a third dial selects which of the 


Meter are enough to make it stand out from four temperature probes from which you wish to 
the crowd. Scythe bundles black, silver and view the reading. The fourth and final dial adjusts 


white bezels in the box, while the display the volume of any audio device wired up to the Overall 
backlight can be set to orange, red, purple, Kama-Meter. Included in the box is an expansion 

violet, blue, sapphire or green. The blue slot backplate with a pass-through cable to wire 

backlight is the least offensive, and the to the output of your sound card if you want to 

easiest to read when not looking at the Kama- __use this function. 

Meter straight on. The price tag is a lot of money for a fan 


The Kama-Meter has four channels, controller, and while the Kama-Meter has four 


Lamptron Fan-Atic 
Missile switches make everything better 


Price $59 Supplier www.pccasegear.com 
Manufacturer www.lamptron.com 
Lamptron's Fan-Atic is heavy, solidly built proving to be inadequate. Somewhat strangely, customisable adjustable as the rest and its 5V 
and has a crazy 6OW power rating for each rather than the toggles being in order from OV to setting won't be enough for powerful fans, but 
of its five channels. We're not sure about 5V to 12V, the top toggle on the switches is 12V, it’s still quite good value for money. 


Lamptron’s claim that the Fan-Atic “allows you —_ the middle OV and the bottom 5V. This could be pao 
to be a professional modder”, but we’re pretty to prevent you from inadvertantly switching off ( 


sure that you could wire up several PCs with the fans if you accidentally knock a switch — the | Overall my 
this much available power — and a small fridge! chances are you'll either push it up or down, | Net asp 

Fan speed adjustment is basic, with five rather than to the middle position. | ag 
8-way toggle switches that are able to adjust With a standard Molex power connector and | 


the output voltage of each channel to 12V, 5V five 3-pin fan headers, installing the Fan-Atic is 
or OV. Our 3.2W Sunon 120mm fan would only —_ as easy as pie. Lamptron provides all necessary 
work at the maximum 12V setting, with 5V cables to connect five fans. It might not be as 


Six fans, drool-worthy brushed aluminium 


Price $48.75 Supplier www.eyo.com.au 
Manufacturer www.zalman.com 


The Zalman ZM-MFC1 Plus is a breath of heatsink, so there should be no issues with struggle with this low voltage, so it’s worth 
fresh air compared with the ZM-MFC2, overheating. Zalman supplies enough cables looking inside your PC to see that the fans are 
which is as awkward and frustrating as a fan to connect up to six fans to the ZM-MFC1 Plus, spinning before fixing the side panel in place. 
controller can be. although only two have loop-back connectors wo 
It's a simple 5.25in fan controller with a to send the readout back to the motherboard. [eee eee eee 
brushed aluminium front panel with six dials, During testing, we found that the maximum | Overall 
each of which is responsible for adjusting the voltage each channel could supply was 10.9V, | Assit lacking inp 
voltage of one of the six 7W-rated channels. which means that you won't be able to run your : 
The dials are well made and sturdy, while fans flat out. According to our multimeter, the 
the LEDs add a bit of pizzazz to the classy, minimum voltage each channel could supply 
understated fascia. was 5V, which should be enough to power most 
Each channel's resistor has its own separate 120mm fans. However, more powertul fans will 


>) 
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Price £2.29 Supplier www.quietpc.com 
Manufacturer www.zalman.com 

If you thought the Zalman Fan Mate 2 was 
the easiest way to reduce the speed of your 
fans then believe it or not, there’s an even 
simpler and cheaper way. 

The RC100 and RCS56 slot in between the 
fan and a 3-pin header on the motherboard. 
Each model is fitted with a resistor that lowers 
the voltage reaching the fan, thus reducing its 
speed, noise and airflow. The RCS6 sports a 
56ohm resistor, which our multimeter showed 
as reducing the voltage from 12V to 7.6V. No 
prizes for guessing the resistance value of the 


— 


HEAD 2 HEAD 


It really doesn’t get simpler than this. 


RC100, which reduced the voltage to 5.9V. You 
could, of course, wire up an equivalent resistor 
to the fan, although this would probably mean 
buying fifty resistors from Maplin, along with 
some wire, solder and a soldering iron. 

The Fan Mate 2 is fully adjustable, allowing for 
fine tuning to obtain the best noise/speed ratio 
from your fan. However, if you want to reduce the 
noise of your fans with the minimum of fuss then 
the RC100 and RC56 offer a great means to do 
this, and cost just a pittance each. Even if you 
buy several, this is still cheaper than the cheapest 


Simple and very effective. 


Price £14.69 Supplier www.yoyotech.co.uk 
Manufacturer www.xilence-lab.de 
For one feature alone, the Xilence FCP excels. 
The first dial lowers the voltage to 5.9V, which 
considerably reduces the noise of our test 

fan, while still maintaining good airflow. The 
second and third dials are able to reduce the 
voltage to OV, meaning that it’s possible to 
turn off fans completely. This could be useful 

if you want to have extra fans on standby to 
cope with very hot days or a benchmarking 
session. With 30W available across the three 
channels, you won't be limited to just one fan 
per channel either. 


Price $5.50 Supplier www.coolpc.com.au 
Manufacturer www.zalman.com 
Costing just $5.50, the Fan Mate 2 is the 
cheapest variable-speed fan controller on test. 

Its single channel is rated at 6W, so it should 
be enough to power at least two high-speed 

120mm fans using a fan splitter cable. 

The Fan Mate 2 is designed to connect 
to a 3-pin fan header on your motherboard 
for power and fan-speed detection. The tiny 
dial reduced the voltage to 5.05V, which isn’t 
enough to spin some high-power fans, so 
you'll need to make adjustments with the 
fan in view to ensure that you don’t switch it 


The FCP looks appealing, with a black fascia 
combined with three black chrome-edged dials. 
A red backlight surrounds the dials, giving them 
a slightly menacing impression. The fourth dial 
adjusts the intensity of this backlight from bright 
red to off. The only issue you may have with the 
FCP (apart from having an aversion to black 
or red) will be that many cases don’t have an 
external 3.5in drive bay. 

If you're looking for a small, discrete fan 
controller and have a suitable case, then the 
Xilence FCP is well worth considering. It’s the 


Cheap, simple... did we mention cheap? 


off. At the top end, the Fan Mate 2 
can only output 10.9V, meaning that many fans 
won't be running at full speed. It’s supplied with 
a double-sided sticky pad for installing virtually 
anywhere in your case, and the fan and power 
cables are 80cm long, so they should reach fans 
even in large cases. 

It isn’t as easy to adjust the Fan Mate 2 inside 
your case as it is to adjust a bay-mounted fan 
controller, but the Fan Mate 2 is very cheap. If 
you're on a tight budget or only need to tame one 
or two fans then one or more of these controllers 


multichannel fan controller and a good deal 
tidier too. Zalman include them with most of 
their fans, and Noctua also makes a version. 


Overall 


Patch NR I aR 


Ja}j029UOD paeds ued 


cheapest multichannel fan controller in the 
roundup, and unlike the Zalman ZM-MFC2 it 
works with a minimum of fuss. 


Overall 


Performance ani 
controlle 


would be a far better choice than one of the 
other low-cost fan controllers — and most 
Zalman heatsinks will chuck one in for free! 


Overall 
The best low-cost.solutiot 


52 


atemic 


HEAD 2 HEAD & HARDWARE 


Not your standard controller, but oh-so-cool. 


Price £56 Supplier www.kustompcs.co.uk flow rate monitors and immersed temperature 3 
Manufacturer www.t-balancer.com | probes so that it can monitor water-cooled PCs, 
adjusting the speed of fans according to the 
As the most expensive and complex fan temperature and flow of the coolant. 
controller available, the T-Balancer BigNG The weakness of the T-Balancer BigNG is that 
takes complete automated control of your it’s overcomplicated — the instruction manual 
fans, adjusting their speed according to data comprises 20 pages. It requires so much time to 
received from its six temperature probes. set up that you may become bored or confused 
Even this is only scratching the surface of and wind up not using it to its full potential. Overall 
what the T-Balancer BigNG can do though. The T-Balancer BigNG is in a different league The must-have controller for cont 
The T-Balancer BigNG is connected to your to other fan controllers, but isn’t too much freaks ancl dedicated tweaketsi 
PC via USB, and its software allows you to of a price leap for all the extra features and 
fine-tune its four fan channels to react to control it offers. If you have the patience and 


changes in temperature with either a preset or perseverance to set it up properly, the T-Balancer 
customised response curve. You can connect — BigNG will allow you to truly customise your PC. 


VFD FTW! 


Price $79 Supplier www.pccasegear.com 
Manufacturer www.scythe-usa.com 
The blue VFD display is reminiscent of a you can position anywhere inside your PC. The Kaze Master Ace 5.25in is more 
1980s amp, is easy to read and has superb We were greeted by an annoying alarm when expensive, but the stylish looks and display 
viewing angles. The display shows the we first powered up the Kaze Master Ace 5.25in, will add a touch of awesome to any rig. 
speed of the Kaze Master Ace 5.25in’s four but Scythe has thoughifully provided a jumper on 
channels, so we highly recommend using at the PCB to disable the speaker. When enabled, 
least 3-pin fans. Each channel is capable of the alarm will activate if any of the temperature 
turning off each fan too, and this is indicated probes reads above 75 degrees Celsius. You also 
on the display. Our multimeter indicated that need to be careful when inserting the fan cables 
the maximum voltage per channel was 11.5V, in the PCB, as the sockets are sandwiched 


Overall 
A stylish and useful solution 


so many fans won't achieve their maximum between a row of capacitors and the side panel. 
rated speed. The display also shows the Unless you have small fingers, you'll need a 
readouts from four temperature probes that screwdriver or similar tool to fully insert them. 


Akasa Fan Control Pro 
Proof that if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. 


Price $60 Supplier www.pplus.net.au/ 
Manufacturer www.akasa.co.uk 


The Akasa Fan Control Pro is attractive, Four smooth, responsive and solid dials allow example of spotting a gap in the market and 

simple to use and customisable. for quick fan speed adjustment. The Fan Control —_ releasing a simple and effective product to fill it. 
Akasa provides five coloured fascias Pro also features four temperature probes, the Definitely worth checking out - we love it. 

with the Fan Controller Pro so that it can readings of which are shown in the display, along 

blend in with a PC of nearly any colour. The with the speed of any connected fans. You're 

display backlight is adjustable too, with no able to set maximum temperatures for all four Overall 

less than eight colours available. It has four temperature probes — going above these will Our pick of the crop, and the perfect 

independently controllable fan channels, each — sound an alarm. ta 

rated at 17W, so controlling large numbers It's amazing that any design can still cut 

of fans is possible, although unlike the it five years after it first appeared. The Fan 

Scythe Kaze Master Ace it can’t turn off fans Controller Pro works because it doesn’t force 

completely. an overcomplicated design on you. It’s a classic 
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here’s nothing sexier than new kit. And whether 

you need to horde your pennies (Budget), want 
the most power for your dollar (Performance) or 
own asmall mansion and a collection of sports cars 
(Extreme), we're here to help with this handy matrix 
of Atomic recommended products. You may find 
your needs fall between categories — that’s okay, 
just mix and match to suit your budget! Each piece 
of kit has been reviewed hands-on in Atomic, so if 
you want to learn more, look up the issue and page 
number listed. 


We’ve updated all the prices on 
the tech in Kitlog - seems the 
economy had taken quite a toll 
on it. While it might be more 
expensive, if you need to buy 
your tech now then make sure 
you check prices first - our 
Kitlog is a great start. 


www.eyo.com.au 


ae y A 


BA 
ae 


Your genuine online tech store 
proven and trusted for more than 10 years 
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SPEAKERS DISPLAY SYSTEM DRIVE COOLER VIDEOCARD MEMORY — MOTHERBOARD CPU 


CASE 


BUDGET 


AMD Phenom X4 9550 

PRICE $200 

A well performing Quad core for those on 
a budget, that won’t break the bank and 
doesn’t get too hot. 


ECS A790GXM-A 


PRICE $200 


Nothing says cool like a black mobo, and 
this one will satisfy your overclocking 
needs too. 

Reviewed in Issue 99 - Page ?? 


TEAM Xtreem Dark PC2-6400 C4 
PRICE $60 

These modules fill the void that was 

previously left between cheap value RAM 

and enthusiast overclocking kits. 

Reviewed in Issue 80 - Page 56 


GeForce S800GT 512MB 

PRICE $170 

A 55nm card that remains very cool and fast, 
with plenty of headroom for overclocking and 
a price that speaks volumes about it’s value. 

Great performance too. 

Reviewed in Issue 92 - Page 49 


Noctua NH-U9B 

PRICE $72 

Labs tested to be the top of the 
cooling game without breaking the 
bank (or making you sweat — haha) 
Reviewed in Issue 89 - Page 36 


matt 


640GB HDD 


PRICE $110 


The absolute best value for money, with 
two 320GB platters giving great speed 
and low latency. 


AOC 2216Vw 

PRICE $240 

A great 22” widescreen for any purpose, 
with accurate colour reproduction and a 
bloody good price. 

Reviewed in Issue 94 - Page 42 


Steelsound 5Hv2 

PRICE $120 

Great gaming headphones with inbuilt mic, 
but music quality falls short. 

Reviewed in Issue 73 —- Page 43 


Cooler Master CM690 : 


PRICE $100 


A sturdy, spacious case with plenty of 
airflow and more than enough room for the 
biggest of systems. Some stores even have 
a windowed version! 

Reviewed in Issue 84 - Page 51 + 
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Intel Core 2 Duo E8400 


PRICE $270 


A processing powerhouse, now affordable 
and overclockable like buggery. 


Intel Core i7 i965 

PRICE: $1750 

Intel’s latest and greatest chip, complete 
with an unlocked multi, 45nm process, and 
a massive pricetag. Good for what ails you. 
Reviewed in Issue 95 - Page 38 


GIGABYTE EP45-DS4P 
PRICE $200 

A P45-based mobo with a 

bevy of features and a good 
overclocking potential. 

Reviewed in Issue 93 - Page 55 


GIGABYTE EX58-EXTREME 
PRICE $520 

GIGABYTE has had the best overclocking 
board thus far, and therefore the perfect 
mobo for a beastly rig. 

Reviewed in Issue 96 - Page 38 


PRICE $60 

Cheap, overclockable and good lookin’ to 
boot. The modules fill the void that was 
previously left between cheap value RAM 
and enthusiast overclocking kits. 
Reviewed in Issue 80 - Page 56 


Corsair Dominator TR3X6G1I600C8D 
PRICE $515 

Nothing says memory bandwidth like a triple 

™ channel kit of speedy, yet imposing RAM - a 

whole 6GB of it! 

Reviewed in Issue 96 - Page 41 


Sapphire HD4870 

PRICE $350 

One of the best price to performance 
cards on the market. Welcome back Red! 
Reviewed in Issue 92 - Page 36 


NVIDIA GTX295x2 
PRICE $830 x2 


NVIDIA catapulted themselves 
back to the top with this dual-GPU 
sandwich. Grab two of them in SLI 
for four-way madness! 
Reviewed in weer 98 - page 41 

{ ny 


Thermalright Ultra 120 Extreme 
PRICE $85 

Tower cooling that will keep your tower 
cool. Whack a Nexus 120mm fan on 

for near silent cooling. 

Reviewed in Issue 89 - Page 33 


Thermalright Ultra 120 Extreme 
PRICE $85 


The current best air cooling - just 
make sure you grab a LGA1366 
mounting kit to use it! 

Reviewed in Issue 89 - Page 33 


640GB HDD - Times two! 


PRICE $110x2 


All the speed of dense platters, with the 
peace of mind to be able to back up your 
precious files. 


Intel 80GB SSD 
PRICE $760 
Blindingly fast, effortlessly quick, and uttely 
silent. Grab a normal HDD for storage, but 
games and OS need to live here. 
Reviewed in Issue 94 - Page 50 


PRICE $270 

You'll pay a little more for this 22” 
screen, but the colours are amazing, with 
no backlight bleed and no ghosting. 
Reviewed in Issue 94 


Dell 3008 WFP 


PRICE $2299 


It’s enough to make a grown man weep and 
beg. Or, at least, that’s what we’d do for one 
of these simply gorgeous displays. 

Reviewed in Issue 88 - Page 59 a 


AVLabs AVL325 


PRICE $210 


Slightly aged speakers now, but 
these still offer a great 5.1 sound 
experience - if you can find a set. 
Reviewed in Issue 64 - Page 50 


® 


Logitech Z-5500D 

PRICE $419 

Able to play the ‘liquid gold’ that is 
DTS 96KHz/24-bit, this 5.1 beast can 
wreck both home and hearing alike. 
Reviewed in Issue 48 - Page 56 


.\s 


Cooler Master HAF 932 


PRICE $230 


A massive case with three 230mm fans that 
can move enough air to qualify as a small 
aeroplane. And quiet to boot. 

Reviewed in Issue 93 - Page 48 


Lian Li X-2000 


PRICE $740 


The only case we've had in that has made the editor 
orgasmically happy, and is drenched with quality in 
every one of it’s brushed aluminium panels. Definitely 
a case to show off your system-building prowess! 
Reviewed in Issue 91 - Page 54 
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play hard. 
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FAIR? 


Get ready to memorize a whole new set of benchmarks, because the XFX GeForce® GTX 295 & 285 graphics card is about to shatter 
your Current “bests” Capable of outperforming anything on the market today, this dual-GPU-on-a-single-card is the ultimate 
enthusiast card. Offering the memory volume and frequency of two GTX 260 cards and the raw shader processor horsepower of two 


GeForce GTX 280 cards,|this secret weapon offers 1792 MB of memory, 480 total shaders processors, and a core frequency of 576 MHz. 


And, its heatsink dissipates 289 watts of power, which more than manages the hottest conditions. So, what does that all this add 
up to? One major advantage against your stiffest competition, because playing fair is entirely overrated. To learn more, 


visit us at www.XFXforce.com. 


Manufacturer 
PINE Technology Holdings LTD. 
+852.2773.9911 


+852.2334.0775 
Z| sales@xfxforce.com 
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drives?! 


Daniel Rutter’s head is in the clouds... 


[> eople tend to think that the time and place 
in which they happen to be living is, well, 
normal. Whatever they normally do during the day 
- fetch water from the well, walk the fence to check 
for wombat holes, coordinate the Resistance 
against the Machine Empire — is an unremarkable 
thing to do, and anybody who wants to change 
things will be considered as crazy in a hundred 
years as they are considered today. 

So in the future, our descendants will look back 
on these crazy people who say you shouldn't 
own slaves, or these hysterical suffragettes who 
say women should be allowed to vote, or these 
filthy deviants who say homosexuals should be 
allowed to marry, and laugh. 


if anything, be surprised by how seldom fatal 
accidents used to occur. 

“Only 1600 deaths a year in the whole of 
Australia? Amazing!” 

Another thing that | think will astonish 
future people is that our current computers 
store important data — often all of the user’s 
important data - locally. 

Local storage gives you the convenience 

of data-access that isn’t bottlenecked by 
your Internet connection speed. But this is 
like saying that the cinema gives you the 
convenience of seeing moving pictures without 
having to set up a projector and screen in your 
house, and change reels every 11 minutes. 


. local storage is greatly preferable to, say, 
sucking a gigabyte of data through a 10O- 
kilobyte-per-second DSL connection... 


Or not. 

| wonder what aspects of our everyday 
life will, in the future, sound as strange as 
sacrificing a bull to ensure a good harvest, or 
stomping cloth in fermented urine to clean it? 

| think cars, as we know them today, 
will seem very peculiar in the future. The 
complicated engines and gearboxes will 
probably seem a bit weird when one or another 
kind of electric car has taken over, but that won't 
be the thing that'll really freak people out. People 
in the future will, instead, be amazed that these 
huge metal things were zooming around under 
the direct control of human beings. 

Result: More than a million deaths, 
worldwide, per year. 

It's amazing how safe human-directed cars 
are today, just as it's amazing how reliable 
internal-combustion engines now are. But 
people are really not well-suited to driving cars. 
In the future, when you just tell a car where you 
want to go and it takes you there, people will, 
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Obviously, going to the cinema was greatly 
preferable to that alternative, in the days 
before television. But then TV came along and 
everybody could watch movies, and umpteen 
other shows, at home. 

Likewise, local storage is greatly preferable 
to, say, sucking a gigabyte of data through a 
100-kilobyte-per-second DSL connection every 
time you want to play Fallout 3. 

But local storage is also endlessly 
troublesome. It’s practically a cliché that people 
don’t start making proper backups until they 
lose some valuable and irreplaceable data. And 
even after people do start making backups, 
they often do the job more and more sloppily, 
as the time since their last data disaster 
increases. 

Umpteen people — and umpteen 
corporations, come to that — have insisted 
that Real Soon Now we'll all be back to the 
old mainframe client-server model, where 
your ‘computer’ is just a brainless terminal 


that sends input to, and gets output from, a 
big computer that lives somewhere else. (And 
dinner is protein pills, and you fly your personal 
helicopter to work.) 

| think the key change that'll make real 
‘cloud’ computing possible, beside faster 
Internet connections, will be the dispersion of 
the old mainframe into the same sort of fault- 
tolerant distributed system that makes Gmail 
trustworthy today. 

There are already Internet backup services 
and Web-hosted applications, but normal 
computer users still keep pretty much 
everything on their home machine. 

The world now buys hundreds of millions of 
hard drives every year, so | bet a lot more than 
a million drives now die every year. 

The kids of 2050 will wonder how we could 
tolerate such carnage. 


Dan Rutter is mostly fault-resistant 
dan@atomicmpc.com.au 
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Subscribing to Atomic can make you iQ atc r r 1 2 
smarter. It can improve your hand eye co- = - 
ordination and make you more attractive to 3 
the opposite sex. OK, the last one may not 
always be true, but subscribing to Atomic | 
this month will score you merchandise. 
We've put together the finest Atomic 
merchandise we could think of and for the 
first time ever, if you subscribe you can 
choose which item you want. Subscribe 
to Atomic for $69.95 for the next twelve 
months and choose from a t-shirt, hat, 


stubby holder or magazine binder: . * EXPERT CAME TWEAKING — 
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HANDS-ON TUTORIALS FOR 


THE TECHNICALLY MINDED 


W: take a slightly different tack with our How To section this month. 
Sure, we've got some juicy hardware content to keep busy 
fingers, well, busy, but we've also got a MASSIVE guide to getting the 
best performance from the top PC games of the last couple of months! 
We take a basic system, very indicative of, say, a PC that’s a year 
or so old, and take you through every detail slider, every AA setting, 
and more, to get the best possible performance. It's a huge feature- 
length story,a nd even if you don’t play the games we've covered, we 


guarantee that this will help anyone struggling to find those few extra 
frames per second that make the difference between unplayable crap 
and pwning perfection. 

There's also the second and final part of our DIY home theatre PC 
project. All the gear that Jaye Gallagher hand-picked last issue now 
gets chucked into the case and tweaked, rebuilt and even dremelled to 
perfection. It's a nice in-depth build, and great for any case modder or 
AV enthusiast. 


= 
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hand. We've got two WinFast PxVC1IOO cards to giveaway — 
have to do is follow the following instructions TO THE LETTE 


Boost your games! 62 
The massive Atomic guide to 

getting the best performance 

from eight top games. 


DIY Home Theatre PC pt2 78 
Finishing off the perfect - and 

very quite - AV set up for a 

PC enthusiast. 


Atomic.edu 82 
It’s back to school time, and 
we've got some good advice. 


Geec Chic 85 


Zara Baxter writes a dear john letter. To 
some guy named Sid... 


Just go to... 
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TUTORIAL Y BOOST YOUR GAMING 


© DIFFICULTY ® 
BEGINNER 


DOSHYOU 
MIEN 


jOW 10 tune today s top games to run at their absolut 


Te flexibility of PC hardware allows 
developers to push graphics and physics 
technology to the limit. However, steep system 
requirements can put you off if your PC isn’t 
bristling with cutting edge components. 

So we decided to see how a mid-range PC 
would handle some of today’s most popular 
games. We built a system with a 3GHz Core 2 
Duo and an’8800 GT — the recipe for a great 
gaming machine 18 months ago — to see 
whether it could handle brand new blockbusters 
such as Crysis: Warhead. With each-game we 
aimed for a minimum frame rate of 25 fps at 
1680 x 1050: the native resolution of a 20/22in 
monitor. 

If the PC couldn’t achieve this at maximum 
detail settings, we focused on which options we 
could tweak to gain extra speed while keeping 
things looking great. 


Me é 
SS 2 y Anyway, on with the show! 
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Left 4 Dead 


Valve's cooperative shooter is extremely efficient when it 


\ TUTORIAL 


comes to hardware. 


eveloper Valve Corporation 

isher Valve Corporation 

bsite www.valvesoftware.com 
chlevel Automatic, via Steam 


TT” games that people really love are the 
ones that generate memorable moments. 
From pinpoint accurate headshots in Counter- 
Strike: Source to wonder-goals in Pro Evo, a 
game's ability to place the player centre-stage in 
a drama that’s both unique and universal means 
it will be remembered. By this measurement, Left 
4 Dead is a clear favourite for the best game of 
the year. 

Its simple setup — four human survivors 
against a town full of zombies — is enriched 
by the ‘Director’, a malevolent Al who crafts 
the approach of the horde to make matters 
as difficult as possible. To survive, you need 
to work together, and balance caution and 
aggression. The experience alternates between 
suspense and frenzied action, and is packed full 
of moments made all the more precious by the 
fact that the game is dynamic and constantly 
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changing. It’s a must-buy. 


Performance notes 


Left 4 Dead, like all Valve’s recent games, is 
based on the Source engine that debuted with 
Counter-Strike: Source and Half-Life 2 in 2004. 
Source was designed to evolve and Left 4 Dead 
introduces new techniques including intensive 
post-processing effects that produce a look 
designed to evoke horror movies. On high detail 
settings, you'll see film grain, contrast and colour 
correction used to create a spooky, 

desperate atmosphere. 

To test the game, we used FRAPS to record 
the frame rate of a section of gameplay at the 
end of the No Mercy campaign. Starting from 
the beginning of the fifth level, ‘Rooftop finale’, 
we made our way to the top of the hospital and 
fought off the zombie hordes. This shows off 
Left 4 Dead at its most demanding, with a large, 
open area full of hundreds of zombies. 

Clearly, the fact that the technology’s roots 
are more than four years old means that it’s very 
efficient as our test rig, with its 512MB GeForce 
8800 GT, was easily able to cope with the game. 


Francis 


Even with all the detail settings at maximum, we 
could play with a smooth frame rate at 1,920 x 
1,200 with 4x MSAA and 8x AF. Any mid-range 
or high-end graphics card produced during the 
last two years should be able to cope with the 
game at high settings. If the game is running 
well, don’t be afraid to increase the anti-aliasing 
and anisotropic filtering levels. At 1,920 x 1,200, 
with 4x AA and 8x AF, the test rig averaged 
58fps, with a minimum of 28fps. Raising the 
settings to 16x CSAA and 16x AF only dropped 
that minimum to 23fps. In most games, these 
would be ludicrous choices (at these settings, 
it's entirely possible that Crysis would play so 
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Left 4 Dead 
1,680 x 1,050 2x AA, 4x AF 


1,920 x 1,200 4x AA, 8x AF 


BOOST YOUR GANIING 


Test kit: Intel Core 2 Duo E6700 overclocked to 3GHz, 2GB PC2-6400 RAM, GeForce 8800 GT 


slowly as to move time backwards), but in Left 
4 Dead they’re only just outside our definition 
of playable - and this is on a card that’s over 
a year old. 

That said, if your system is having trouble 
running the game, and you have an older card 
or a low-end model, AA should clearly be the 
first setting for the chop. At 1,920 x 1,200 
with no AA, the average frame rate rose to 
147 — two-and-a-half times quicker than it was 
at the same resolution with 4x AA. 

Losing AA will increase performance, but 
its absence is noticeable. Left 4 Dead's 
levels, and the objects in the levels, can look 
blocky and, without AA, the jagged edges 
are jarring. If you still need more performance 
after you've sacrificed AA, there are two 
options. The first is to drop the resolution, 
and the second is to alter the detail settings. 
Dropping the game's resolution didn’t have a 


huge benefit. It will help, but it won't give you 
huge increases in speed. More effective is 
the Shader Detail setting. Turn this from High 
to Medium, and you'll lose the film grain and 
other cinematic effects, but you'll also see 

a jump in performance. After that, consider 
dropping Model/Texture Detail. This has a 
very noticeable impact on the look of other 
characters, though. 


How low can you go? 


As Left 4 Dead performed so well with a 
GeForce 8800 GT, we were interested to see 
how low we could go in terms of hardware. 
Firstly, we decided to try out a pre-DX10 
card, with fixed pixel and vertex shaders 
rather than the stream processors of more 
modern hardware. We opted for a 256MB 
GeForce 7900 GS, a card with 20 pixel 
processors and seven vertex shaders, dating 
from autumn 2006. It couldn’t cope with Left 
4 Dead at 1,680 x 1,050, returning single- 
figure minimum frame rates. 

Dropping the resolution to 1,440 x 990 
only added 2-3fps, but turning off AA helped 
no end. We also had to step down Shader 
detail from High to Medium to pick up the 
pace. In the end, we settled on 1,440 x 990 
with Ox AA and Trilinear filtering as opposed 
to AF, and set the Shader and Effect options 
to Medium and the Model/Texture Details to 
High. At these settings, we saw a minimum 
frame rate of 41fps and an average of 81 fps, 
and the game was fantastically playable. 
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Clearly, DX9-era hardware works fine. 

We then moved on to a budget graphics card: the 
Radeon 4350, which features only 80 shader units, 
ten times fewer the amount in the Radeon HD4850. 
After recovering from the shock that you could buy a 
graphics card for the same price as a new game, we 
found that it fared far better than we expected. At 
1,440 x 990 with Ox AA and AF, and all three detail 
settings on Medium, it averaged 31fps with a minimum 
of 20fps. It wouldn't satisfy demanding gamers, but 
if you have a basic PC and are tempted to try playing 
anew game, then Left 4 Dead leaves you with no 
excuse; even with very basic hardware, it's surprisingly 


playable and still looks good. & 


—_ 
© Better looking 


® BEST VISUALS 
Don’t be afraid to 
crank up the AA 
and AF levels, as 
you'll find the higher 
BETTERVISUALS | (>) | _ settingsdon’t 
Left 4 Deadis detract too much 
noweredbyiti from your frame rate. 
Source engine and 
the fact that its roots 
go back four years 
means that certain 
aspects and objects 
in the game can 
look angular, and © BETTER VISUALS 
are prone to nasty Increase Shader 
aliasing effects. As a Detail to High in 
result, anti-aliasing [MENU]; on High, 


makes a big you'll see a range 
difference to the look of cinematic effects, 
of the game. the most noticeable 
being the horror 
movie-style film 
grain applied to the 
image. 
FASTER © 
Drop Shader Detail 
to Medium in VIDEO : 
ae | FASTEST 
| TurnoffAA 
 inVIDEO 


— ADVANCED - as 
is usually the case, 
anti-aliasing 
is hard work, 

especially for older 
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Crysis Warhead 


We show you how to tame the beast. 


Developer Crytek 
Publisher Electronic Arts 

Website http://crysiswarhead.ea.com 
Current patch level 1.1 


Ce to popular belief, making a game 
look great isn’t solely down to how 


technically advanced the graphics engine is. 

A distinctive visual style conjured by focused 
artistic direction makes more of a contribution 
than the amount of detail in a texture. That said, 
while the Team Fortress 2 approach of bold, 
cartoon-style artwork with an older engine is fine, 
there's nothing wrong with combining strong 
artistic vision with cutting-edge graphics. Crysis, 
and its standalone expansion, Crysis Warhead, 
do just that. They feature stunning locations, 

and an armies-and-aliens plot that gives you 
plenty of opportunities to unleash destruction. 
The graphics engine beautifully realises all this 
chaos, but unfortunately, running it with all the 
sauce turned on means that your PC is wracked 
with quiet, self-doubting sobs the moment you 
remove the game disc from the box. Or at least 
that’s its reputation. We set out to find out if we 


could tame the beast to run on our mid-range 
PC with its GeForce 8800 GT. 


Performance notes 
Both Crysis and Crysis Warhead use Crytek’s 
custom-made CryENGINE 2 technology. The 
shadow and light effects, built-in physics engine 
and destructible environments all contribute to 
an incredible-looking game. To test the effect of 
our tinkering, we used FRAPS to record frame 
rates, and used the part of the ‘Call me Ishmael’ 
level. Ordinarily, we benchmark with the game 
in DirectX 10 mode with all settings maxed 
out and 2x AA enabled. At 1,680 x 1,050 with 
these settings, our machine spluttered along at 
a 2fps minimum, hitting an average of only 7fps. 
The first step to take was to switch to DirectX 
9 mode. You can do this by closing the game, 
right clicking the Warhead shortcut and selecting 
DirectX 9 mode (only for Vista users; in XP, the 
game defaults to DX9). The visual difference 
between the two modes isn’t huge and we 
immediately managed to boost the minimum 
frame rate to 11fps and the average to 16fps. 
While we wanted to get rid of anti-aliasing, 


as that’s usually a sure way to increase 
performance, we didn’t want a game that was 
rougher than a pair of sandpaper underpants. 
Therefore, it was time to examine the advanced 
graphics options. In Warhead, each graphic 
option has four levels, which are, from highest 
to lowest, enthusiast, gamer, mainstream and 
minimum. The game splits its graphics options 
into two columns. On the left, you'll find the 
more influential graphics settings, such as 
texture and shader quality, while on the right are 


Crysis looks simply delicious with all the settings 
maxed out, but by gum, you’ll need a heck of a PC 
to run it smoothly. 
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less obvious tweaks such as particle and post- 
processing quality. In our experience, these 
don’t make much difference individually, so we 
adjusted all of them together. 

With our target of a 25fps minimum in 
mind, we started with the left-hand column, 
dropping both the texture and shadow quality 
to ‘gamer’, which gained another 2fps for the 
minimum and average frame rates. Next, we 
turned down the shader quality to ‘gamer’, 
which added a further 4fps to the minimum 
frame rate, leaving us with a total of 17fps. 
These adjustments had little negative effect 
on Warhead's lusciousness despite the 
considerable increases to the frame rates. 

Next up was the right-hand column. 
Switching all of these options to minimum and 
turning off motion blur — which was unfortunate 
but necessary — gained us more increases to 
the frame rate. Smoke and dust from vehicles 
and the heat-warp caused by the muzzle flash 
from our gun were lost, but crucially, we'd 
preserved good texture detail and the lighting 
effects still looked great. These changes 
increased our minimum to 22fps and average 
to 27fps. We were almost there, but running 
out of options if we wanted to keep the 2x AA. 

The final adjustment had to be another drop 
in texture detail. Considering that we were on 
the second-lowest texture setting, the game 
looked more than decent, and we dropped 
texture detail to mainstream. This final change 
brought us to our target minimum frame rate 


Crysis Warhead 
1,680 x 1,050 2x AA, 4x AF - Before tweaking: 
Minimum - 2fps 


Average - 7fps 
1,680 x 1,050 2x AA, 4x AF - After tweaking: 
Minimum - 25fps 
Average - 27fps 


of 25fps with an average of 27fps. With the 
2x AA still applied, the edges were smooth 
despite the lower detail settings. 

Some people are particularly adverse to 
the idea of jagged edges in games, but for 
those who don’t mind, you can ditch the 2x 
AA and use the gain in frame rate to opt for 
higher detail settings. At 1,680 x 1,050, the 
native resolution of our 22in test TFT, with AA 
turned off, texture quality and shader quality 
on gamer level, all the settings in the right- 
hand column at minimum and all the left-hand 
settings on enthusiast, we achieved a 25fps 
average and a 32fps minimum. This was at 
the expense of seeing jaggy edges though. 


How low can you go? 
As our GeForce 8800 GT had coped 
surprisingly well with the crippling demands 
of Warhead, we wanted to determine if 

the game's fearsome reputation was at all 
deserved. Attempts to get the game moving 
with a GeForce 9400 GT and an ATI Radeon 
4350 GPU were met with slow-motion 
scenes, but a GeForce 9500 GT - which 
has only 32 stream processors — could 

run the game at 1,680 x 1,050 with no 

AA, though only with all detail settings on 
minimum. At these settings, the card scored 
a 32fps minimum and 39fps average, but 
there were no shadows to be seen and 
everything looked very flat indeed. Warhead 


was a shadow of its former magnificence, but 


Test kit: Intel Core 2 Duo E6700 overclocked to 3GHz, 2GB PC2-6400 RAM, GeForce 8800 GT 
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increasing the shader quality and shadow quality lost 


us our playable frame rate. 


It was time for ATI to have a moment in the spotlight 
with its Radeon HD 4670, a relatively cheap graphics 
card that’s a great budget buy. At 1,680 x 1,050, with 
no AA and all settings on mainstream, the PC was just 
shy of a playable frame rate, with a 23fps minimum. 
After seeing the game with all settings on minimum, 
we were loath to reduce them any further so we opted 
for a drop in resolution. At 1,440 x 900 and no AA 
(the native resolution of a 19in display), Warhead ran 
at a 27fps minimum and 33fps average, and looked 
great considering that we were running cutting-edge 


software on budget hardware. 


BETTER VISUALS 


Change texture 
quality and shader 
quality to gamer in 
GAME OPTIONS > 
ADVANCED. Unless 
you're running a 
high-end GPU, you 
may need to cut down 
on AA to have these 
settings on high. 


EVEN FASTER 


Switch texture quality 
to mainstream and 
shader quality to 
gamer in GAME 
OPTIONS > 
ADVANCED. Of all 
the options on this 
screen, these two 
settings have the 
biggest impact on the 
picture quality and 
frame rate. 
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With all settings on 
gamer and 2x AA, 
you'll see a great 
picture in Crysis: 
Warhead, but this 
isn’t recommended 
unless you're 
running a high-end 
graphics card. 


FASTER 

Switch all the 
settings to 
minimum in the 
right-hand column 
of GAME OPTIONS 
> ADVANCED. 
These options 
accumulatively impact 
effects such as smoke 
and muzzle flash. 


Turning them down 
has little effect on 
the overall picture but 
helps the frame rate. 


FASTER STILL 
Turn off AA in 
GAME OPTIONS > 

~ GRAPHICS. Turning 
off AA makes Crysis: 
Warhead much easier 
on your GPU. 
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Grand Theft Auto IV © 


Overclock or go quad-core, and it’s all in the game, yo. 


Developer Rockstar North 

Publisher Rockstar Games 

Website www.rockstargames.com/IV 

Current patch level Automatic, via Games for Windows Live 


D the original 1997 Grand Theft Auto 
being far behind other games of its time 
in terms of appearance — it was 2D, and viewed 
from the top down - the concept of being able 
to roam freely around a huge city on a chaotic 
crime spree captured people’s imaginations. 
Stealing cars, gunning down civilians and 
police was — and still is - controversial, but the 
freedom to try to instigate total anarchy quickly 
made Grand Theft Auto legendary among 
gamers. More than ten years on, we’re now 

on the fourth full instalment of Liberty City-set 
games. Although GTA has grown up, with its fully 
three-dimensional worlds and more engrossing 
storylines, it still has the same anarchic, violent 
and satiric soul. 


Performance notes 
It didn’t take long for GTA IV to trigger off 


atemic 


controversy on the PC, but amazingly, it wasn’t 
for its moral content, but how it performs. It 
enforces use of Microsoft's still clunky Games For 
Windows Live and Rockstar Social Club, and as 
befits its status as a port of game first released 
on the Xbox 360 and PS3, it doesn’t provide you 
with a great deal of control over how the game 
looks. For example, there’s no option to add or 
remove anti-aliasing — an element that’s sorely 
missed, as the game suffered badly from jagged 
edges on our test rig. The graphics options in 
the game appear capped at a level determined 
by the game's appraisal of the resources your 
PC offers, and to add GBH to perjury, the game 
appears to be a total performance pig. 

The detail settings are only locked if you play 
by the rules. To get around the restrictions, 
create a new shortcut for GTA IV then right 
click on it and select properties. Add the text 
‘-norestriction’ to the end of the target line and 
start the game from that shortcut. This will allow 
you to set the detail settings higher, although it 
won't make the game any less demanding for 
your PC. 

We decided our benchmark should involve 


TUT 


a drive around a couple of city blocks, followed 
by a good old-fashioned crime spree involving 
plenty of explosions and mayhem. This way, we 
could put the system under plenty of load to find 
the game's minimum frame rate. We recorded all 
the incriminating data using FRAPS. 

GTA IV capped our test machine at a 
resolution of 1,680 x 1,050, and also decided 


Unless you have a monster PC, enjoying the 
game at 1,920 x 1,200 resolution will be a very 
stuttery experience. 
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that texture quality shouldn’t go above 
medium while the render quality — which 
appears to be another term for anisotropic 
filtering - was capped at high. There are also 
four distance and density settings. These 
comprise view distance (set to 25), detail 
distance (37), vehicle density (set at 26) and 
shadow density (8). 

Despite these being the auto-configured 
settings, the game ran very poorly. Indoors, 
the frame rate was a steady 47fps, but 
as soon you hit the streets of Liberty City, 
the action noticeably slowed down. We 
benchmarked the game at a minimum 
frame rate of 19fps and an average of 25fps, 
meaning that we had to squeeze another 
6fps onto the minimum to achieve what we 
consider to be a playable frame rate. 

After some experimenting we found that 
view distance, detail distance and vehicle 
density could be set to 10 without objects 
popping up too abruptly, while shadow 
density could be dropped to one without 
making much difference. These tweaks 
added 3fps to our PC’s minimum frame 
rate, boosting it to 22fps, and increased the 
average by 6fps to 31 fps. 

Dropping texture quality to low only 
added 1fps to our minimum frame rate, and 
nothing to the average. Changing the render 
quality made no difference to performance 
whatsoever, even when it was on low. 
Reducing distance and density settings 
further resulted in everything from cars to old 
ladies suddenly popping into existence right 


GTA IV 
1,680 x 1,050 - Graphics settings on deafult: 
Minimum - 19fps 
Average - 25fps 


1,680 x 1,050 - After tweaking: 
Minimum - 26fps 


Average - 37fps 
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next to our character. 

It was clear we were going to have to drop 
the resolution. At 1,280 x 1,024 (the native 
resolution of a 17in display), we increased the 
minimum by another 1fps. The game was 
already in desperate need of AA, so we didn’t 
want to drop it any further, but it was an 
option we couldn't refuse. However, further 
resolution drops made no difference to the 
frame rate, so we were stuck just shy of a 
playable frame rate at 24 fps. 


Time for some 
overclocking 


We had to squeeze more pace from 
somewhere, so we rebooted the PC, went 
into the BIOS and squeezed another 
600MHZz out of our Core 2 Duo CPU by 
raising the FSB from 300MHz to 360MHz. 
This left the CPU running at 3.6GHz. After a 
stress test to confirm the system was stable, 
we fired up the game again and returned 

to the default detail settings. Incredibly, our 
new minimum frame rate was 24fps, with a 
33fps average. Adjusting the view distance, 
detail distance and vehicle density to 15 and 
the shadow density to one gave us a 26fps 
minimum and 37fps average, and the game 
looked great. 

GTA IV is clearly a CPU-intensive game, 
and a 8GHz dual-core CPU was obviously a 
bottleneck, resulting in our graphics tweaking 
making little or no difference. If you have an 
Intel Core 2 Duo and want to play GTA lV, 


Test kit: Intel Core 2 Duo E6700 overclocked to 3GHz, 2GB PC2-6400 RAM, GeForce 8800 G 
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this is another great reason to start overclocking. We 
then decided to find out how the game responded 

to a quad-core CPU, so we installed a Core 2 Quad 
Q9300 and overclocked it to 3GHz to make the results 
comparable. With a 3GHz dual-core CPU, we saw a 
19fpos minimum and a 25fps average. Using the same 
components, except for the CPU, which we swapped 
for a quad-core model clocked at the same speed, 

the results increased to a 26fps minimum and 38fps 
average. If you have an older LGA775 CPU and mid- 
range graphics card that struggles to play the game, 
but can’t afford to upgrade to Core i7 yet, then an Intel 
Core 2 Quad could be just what you need to make 
your criminal exploits smoother. (| D 


Better looking 


BETTER VISUALS 
Disable graphics 
restrictions. Create a 
new shortcut for GTA 
IV, right click on it 
and select properties. 

FASTER Next add the text 

Lower distance and Pier beth 0 

density settings. ; i re y ee. 

View distance, detail an ‘ Sue at 

distance, vehicle meee ue cane ie 

density and shadow ee eae 

density have a big hi : 

impact on the frame ci torunie 

rate, but bear in mind ule 

that dropping them 

to below 10,10,10 and 

Trespectively makes 

objects appear out of 

the ether when they're © eat ue 

actually quite close. WETCIOCK YOU: 

Wane ae CPU. GTAIVisa 


CPU- intensive 
game. If you have 

a stock-speed, or 
only marginally 
overclocked Intel 
Core 2 CPU, a bigger 


FASTEST @ 


Upgrade to a quad- 
core CPU. Our tests 


overclock will help. 


_ showed that GTA IV 

~ liked running ona 

quad-core CPU. If you 
have a relatively new 


I rd, but 
struggling — 
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Call of Duty: 
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World at War 


The latest instalment of the Call of Duty series is a push- 
over for mid-range gaming PCs. 


Treyarch 
isher Activision 
www.activision.com 
v1.0.1017 


TT” original Call of Duty was released in 2008 
and won numerous awards, along with 
the hearts and minds of gamers, thanks to its 
visceral combat. Its shameless plundering of 
scenes from famous movies didn’t hurt either. 
Since then, publisher Activision has divided work 
on the sequels between two developers: Infinity 
Ward, who developed the original, the sequel 
and CoD4; and Treyarch, who worked on the 
third game and Call of Duty: World at War, the 
most recent instalment. 

World at War returns the series to its familiar 


Call of Duty 5 is very forgiving with mid-range 
PC hardware, so you won’t need a monster PC 
for it to run well. 


World War II setting, once more plunging you 
into the boots of an American soldier (and later, a 
Russian soldier), and sees you running a gauntlet 
of familiar cinematic, heavily scripted set pieces 
accompanied by a squad of Al-powered team- 
mates. Multiplayer, which was hugely popular 

in CoD4, is back and, although there are few 
new add-ons, the sheer popularity of the game 
means that there’s no shortage of servers and 
opponents. 


Performance notes 

World at War is based on the CoD4 engine, 

and as with the last few Call of Duty games, it’s 
also available on Xbox 360, PlayStation 3, so it 
doesn’t have the firepower to freak out a gaming 
rig in the same way as a PC-onlly title such 

as Crysis. 


We started by patching the game (referred 
to as 1.1 on the Web), and then turning all the 
settings to maximum detail at a resolution of 
1,680 x 1,050, before opting for 2x AA. We 
benchmarked the game using FRAPS and 
recorded a pitched battle on the beach in the 
game's opening level, Semper Fi. At these 
settings, our GeForce 8800 GT-powered test rig 
breezed the game, with a minimum frame rate 
of 35fps and an average of 60fps. Last year, a 
GeForce 8800 GT in one of our old graphics test 
rig (a 3.3GHz Core 2 Duo), scored a minimum 
of 40fps and an average of 61fps in CoD4 at the 
same resolution, and with the same detail and 
AA settings, so World at War clearly isn’t a huge 
step forward technically. If your PC can handle 
the older game, the new title shouldn't perform 
much differently. 


We also tested World at War in multiplayer, 
logging on to 40 and 50 player servers that 
were largely full, and restricting ourselves 
to those with a ping of between 25ms and 
50ms. After playing several maps to check 
out both the indoor and outdoor sections of 
game, only grenade blasts were capable of 
slowing the frame rate, but without making 
the action choppy, and we never saw a 
frame rate below 30fps on our test PC. 


How low can you go? 
As our GeForce 8800 GT could easily handle 
World at War, we decided to find out how 
the game would fare with older and less 
powerful hardware. First up was a pre-unified 
architecture GPU. After rummaging about in 
the darker recesses of the Atomic Labs, we 
managed to dig up an elderly Nvidia GeForce 
7900 GS. World at War mounted a strong 
fight back, and even our best efforts weren't 
enough to achieve a smooth playable frame 
rate with the old GPU. At minimum detail 
settings and with the resolution dropped to 
1,024 x 768 with no AA, we only saw a 23fps 
minimum. Even overclocking the CPU from 
3GHz to 3.6GHz didn’t help. We could have 
gone to a lower resolution, but by this stage 


COD: World at War 
1,680 x 1,050 2xAA 
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Test kit: intel Core 2 Duo E6700 overclocked to 3GHz, 2GB PC2-6400 RAM, GeForce 8800 G7 
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the game looked so bad, it was scarcely 
worthwhile. If you have an older GPU, it’s 
time to accept that you need an upgrade. 

The more modern, yet ultra-budget 

Radeon 4350 was a similar story, although 
it was much further away from a playable 
frame rate than the 7900 GS at these 
settings, managing a lowly minimum of 
just 11 fps. It should come as no surprise 
that this card wouldn’t be worth buying if 
you wanted to play the latest CoD game. 
Upgrading to a Radeon 4670 was a big 
improvement; at 1,680 x 1,080 with 2x AA 
and everything on max, the card racked 

up a 23fps minimum and 31fps average. 
Lowering the texture, normal map and 
specular map resolution settings from extra 
to normal gained us the extra 2fps we were 
looking for with this card, giving us a 25fps 
minimum and a 34fps average. 

As the Radeon 4350 was too slow, and 
the Radeon 4670 was only capable of 
running the game just shy of maximum 
settings, we needed something in between. 
We opted for an AT] Radeon 4650 (a 
cheaper, slightly downclocked version of the 
4670). With this installed, and all settings 
on maximum, we saw a minimum frame 
rate of 11fps and an average of 16fps at 
1,680 x 1,050, so we set to work tweaking 
the settings. 

Turning off the AA and AF, and switching 
texture filtering to bilinear provided a boost 
of 4fps to the minimum, giving a new score 
of 15fs. More detailed landscapes go 
some way to masking the loss of AA, so 
it's a worthwhile compromise for the game. 
Switching the texture, normal map and 


specular map resolution settings from extra to low 
made the game look much worse and provided little 
benefit in terms of frame rate. 

After playing around with dynamic foliage, ocean 
simulation and shadow settings — all of which are either 
on or off options — we found that the game started to 
look distinctly unappealing. The solution to this was 
lowering the resolution to 1,024 x 768, and turning up 
the texture, normal map and specular map resolution 
settings to a much prettier medium. With the ocean 
simulation and dynamic foliage turned off, we finally 
had a playable frame rate of 25fps and a high average 
of 43 fps. (©) 


© Betterlooking © 


BEST VISUALS @ 
Adjust resolution 

and AA settings 

in OPTIONS > 

GRAPHICS. Our 


GeForce 8800 

GT was more than 
capable of running the 
game at maximum 
settings at 1,680 x 


BEST VISUALS 
Change texture, 
normal map 

and secular map 
resolution settings 


1,024. If you have this in OPTIONS 

card or something > TEXTURE 

faster, crank up your SETTINGS. These 
resolution and AA. settings don’t make 


a huge difference to 
the frame rates, but 


BETTER VISUALS @- onhigh, they make 

Adjust dynamic foliage, Ee game look nach 

ocean simulation better. 

and specular map 

in OPTIONS > 

GRAPHICS. These 

small touches 

accumulatively add to 

the detailed look of the Ko) FASTER 

Orel Lower the resolution 

‘ in OPTIONS > 

GRAPHICS. We 
found that World at 
War responded more 


in 
GRAPHICS. 
ishard 


favourably to drops in 
resolution than lower 


| texture quality, which 


can make the game 
look very flat. 
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Flight Simulator X 


You need a monster PC to run this game at maximum settings. 


Developer Microsoft Game Studios 
Publisher Microsoft 

Website www.microsoft.com 

Current patch level FSX Service Pack 2 


Fix Simulator X (FSX for short) is the latest 
instalment in a long line of Flight Simulator 
titles from Microsoft. It's the first to feature a DX10 
mode, although it doesn’t enhance the graphics 
as much as Crysis or S.T.A.L.K.E.R.: Clear Sky. 
The game's graphics are richer and more detailed 
than in previous versions, and while there’s no 
combat, the game has a huge array of features 
including pilot training and exciting, demanding 
missions. 


Performance notes 


To measure frame rates, we used FRAPS while 
taking off from London City Airport, climbing to 
500 feet and heading towards the City itself. We 
then banked to the left, circled the and returned 
to the airport. This is a worst-case scenario 
benchmark, as London is very heavily populated 
with scenery and buildings; acceptable frame 
rates here means your system should cope 
admirably in other locations. As FSX behaves 
differently at high altitudes (ground scenery is 
less important and draw distances more so), 

we ran a similar benchmark at 5,000 feet. Both 
benchmarks were completed using the Maule 
Orion aircraft in virtual cockpit mode using a zoom 
of 0.50. 

FSX is a demanding game, but there are 
masses of options to tweak to get the best 
performance on your system with minimum visual 
impact. Following the release of its second service 
pack, there’s also little, if any, need to tweak 
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FSX‘'s config file. There are numerous individual 
graphic settings sorted into categories that can 
be adjusted as a whole via a ‘global settings’ drop- 
down menu. This allows you to quickly increase 
the detail levels through seven steps from minimal 
to ultra-high. 

Unlike some of the other titles in this feature, 
FSX definitely needed tweaking on our GeForce 
8800GT-powered test rig. We started by going 
to the settings screen > customise tab. Under 
device specific options, there’s a target frame rate 
slider bar, which is a two-sided enhancement 
intended to allow you to limit the maximum frame 
rate for a smoother experience. However, we 
found that limiting the frame rate to 30fps reduced 
our minimum frame rate from 28fps to 23fps, 
although as the frame rates were more consistent 
with lowered, the game felt a little smoother. 

FSX looks hideous with anti-aliasing and 
anisotropic filtering disabled. Removing AA only 
boosted our frame rate by 4fps, so given that it 
has such a negligible performance impact, and 
buildings, aircraft and scenery look far better with 
it turned on, you should stick with it and make 
sacrifices elsewhere if necessary. 

We went through all the main category tabs 
and set each global setting drop-down option 
to high, as this provides a good starting point for 
mid-range hardware. We raised global texture 
resolution to very high, as this has a negligible 
impact on frame rates. However, it has significant 
impact on the game's appearance, improving the 
cockpit and aircraft exterior graphics from blocky 
surfaces to sharp, 
realistic textures. 

Next, we tried enabling Preview DirectX 10 
mode. This dropped our minimum frame rate 
from 26fps to 19fps at low altitude, but there’s 


plenty to like about the subtle changes it makes 
to the game. Water has a much more realistic 
hue and depth to it, and reflections are noticeably 
improved, although they but can be a little over- 
zealous. 

Lens flare does exactly what it says, and its 
spectrum effect looks brilliant at dawn and dusk. 
Disabling it increased the minimum frame rate 
from 28fps to 33fps and the average frame rate 
from 44fps to 48fps, so this is one option you 
can disable if you need a small performance 
boost. Light bloom is one of FSX’s premier visual 
effects, but also one of the most demanding. It 
enhances the exposure effect in direct sunlight, 
making aircraft shine beautifully. Enabling it 
reduced the minimum frame rate from 28fps to 
20fps, and the average frame rate from 46fps 
to 29fps. Advanced animations include people, 
animals and even wing flex in turbulence or high 
winds. This doesn’t add a tremendous amount 
to FSX, especially at high altitudes, and turning it 
off increased the minimum frame rate from 28fps 
to 33fps. 

The aircraft tab doesn’t have any options that 
are useful to tweakers on the FPS scrounge. 

The scenery tab is full of opportunities to boost 
performance. The level of detail radius adjusts the 
draw distance for high-detail scenery. When set 
to low, fill-in scenery such as trees and houses 
become blurred pools of colour rather than 
distinguishable features that make up the majority 
of rendered landmass in FSX. Luckily, on our test 
system, we were able to raise this to large and the 
frame rates hardly budged. 

Terrain mesh complexity refers to the way large 
scenery objects such as hills and mountains 
are drawn. The higher the complexity, the 
more detailed and realistic the objects are. This 
can have a massive effect on how FSX looks, 
especially when flying cross-country over hilly or 
mountainous terrain. London isn’t particularly hilly 
but numerous distant hills sorang up once we'd 
increased the complexity from 70 to 100; again, 
our GeForce 8800 GT coped admirably. Mesh 
resolution follows on from mesh complexity and 
adjusts the resolution of the elevation data used 
to construct scenery objects. Our default setting 
for this was 76m (up from a minimum of 305m). 
Increasing this had a subtle effect on visuals, 
with distant hills looking much more detailed; 
there was also a small impact on frame rates. 
Texture resolution also improved the visuals for a 
negligible effect on frame rates. 

Water effects are a big part of FSX. Our default 
setting of mid-2.x allows for choppy seas that 
are light years ahead of those seen in previous 
versions of Flight Simulator. Raising this to high 
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2.x saw the frame rate drop to a minimum of 
26fps (with an average of 37fps), but water 
looked noticeably better. 

Below these slider bars is an option called 
land detail textures. This improves the land 
detail considerably, which is very noticeable 
at low altitudes or when you're on the ground. 
We left this enabled, as it has very little effect 
on frame rates. In contrast, scenery complexity 
and autogen complexity (which adjust the 
number of trees, buildings and the like) had a 
massive impact on frame rates - so much so, 
in fact, that we weren't able to increase them 
without the minimum frame rate dropping 
below our minimum of 25fps. The ground 
scenery shadows option has a reputation as 
being a no-no in the online FSX community 
and it lived up to its reputation. We switched it 
on and the minimum frame rate dropped from 
28fps to 26fps, while the average frame rate 
took an even bigger hit, falling from 46fps to 
36fos. The shadows didn’t add much to the 
visuals either — they looked artificial and often 
flickered annoyingly too. Special effects detail 
is set to high as standard and switching it to 
low gave little performance improvement, so 
we'd advise to leave this on. 

The weather tab mainly focuses on cloud 
detail, and the only settings of interest here 
are cloud draw distance and cloud detail. We 
were able to increase the cloud draw distance 
from 60 miles to 90 miles and the coverage 
density to maximum without a significant 
impact on performance. This is good news, 
since at their default settings, there's a visible 
gap in the cloud layer between the horizon 
and the furthest visible clouds, and the clouds 


Flight Simulator X 
1,680 x 1,050 AA and AF enabled (Low altitude) 


Minimum - 27fps 


Average - 37fps 


1,680 x 1,050 AA and AF enabled (High altitude) 
Minimum - 25fps 


Average - 28fps 
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looked more like cotton wool balls than actual 
meteorological features. 

The final tab is traffic, where you can adjust 
the amount of other transport that’s active in 
the game. At our default setting of high, the 
slider bars are surprisingly low. There’s a good 
reason for this, as traffic places a huge toll 
on your system. Cranking up all the settings 
to maximum saw the starting frame rate 
drop from 43fps to just 27fps, and this was 
just sitting on the runway. As traffic has such 
a devastating effect on frame rates, we're 
inclined to leave it be, although there’s some 
room for manoeuvre if you'd prefer to have 
lots of other vehicles in the game. 

After all our tweaks, we ended up with a 
minimum frame rate of 27fps and an average 
frame rate of 37fps at low altitude. At high 
altitude, the minimum frame rate dropped to 
25fps and the average frame rate to just 28fps 
while flying over London. 


Overclocking 

Overclocking our Core 2 Duo CPU from 3GHz 
to 3.6GHz improved the game's performance. 
At low altitude, the minimum frame rate 
increased from 27fps to 32fps and at high 
altitude increased from 25fps to 30fps. We 
also then swapped the dual-core CPU for a 
quad-core Intel Q9300, overclocked to 3GHz 
to give us an accurate comparison. This 
further improved the game, though only at low 
altitude, and even then only by 2fps. 


How low can you go? 
We then installed our Radeon HD 4670. 
With the same settings as those of the 


Test kit: Intel Core 2 Duo E6700 overclocked to 3GHz, 2GB PC2-6400 RAM, GeFort 
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GeForce 8800 GT, the minimum frame rate fell to 
19fps and FSX became noticeably choppy. If you 
can resign yourself to flying over sparsely populated 

areas, then combined with a 83GHz or faster dual- or 

quad-core CPU, you should be able to run FSX using 
our tweaked settings. However, London was too 
demanding for these, so it was back to tweaking the 
settings to obtain playable frame rates. 


A powerful CPU and slower graphics cards would 


allow you to play FSX on medium settings. As you 
decrease the detail settings, though, it quickly starts to 
look no better that FS9, so you eventually reach a point 


at which upgrading your PC is inevitable. ( 


BEST VISUALS 
Enable preview 
DirectX 10. Set water 
effects to max 2.x. Set 
scenery complexity 
and autogen density 
to extremely dense. 
Enable ground scenery 
shadows. Increase 
traffic density 
percentages 


BETTER VISUALS 
Increase the cloud 
draw distance to 90 
miles and set the cloud 
coverage density to 
maximum. Set the 
traffic global settings 
to high. 


FASTEST 
Set all global setting 
drop-down options 
~ tohigh. Under the 
“scenery tab, reduce 
scenery complexity 
nd autogen density to 


Better looking ©) 


BETTER VISUALS 
Set the cloud 

draw distance to 
maximum. Enable 
light bloom. 


FASTER 
Increase all the 
terrain and water 
slider bars, except 
water effects, to 
maximum. 


TUTORIAL 


Mirror 


far for a mid-range PC. 


Developer DICE 
Publisher Electronic Arts 

Website www.mirrorsedge.com 
Current patch level None 


irror’s Edge is set in an unsettlingly clean 

and sparkling futuristic city. The totalitarian 
regime in charge monitors information closely, 
so a group of individuals called Runners have 
started trafficking documents for those who want 
to avoid attention. You take the role of a Runner 
named Faith, and as the best way to move data 
around the city is by stuffing it in a satchel and 
legging it across the rooftops, you have the 
perfect basis for a free-running action game. 

Created by the same developer as the 

Battlefield series, Mirror's Edge is another game 
based on Unreal Engine 3, but while it uses a 
familiar FPS point-of-view, there isn’t a great deal 
of shooting to be done. Instead, the focus of the 
gameplay is the smooth execution of acrobatic 
moves inspired by urban free-running, including 
ankle-endangering moves such as wall-running 
and vaulting. When combat occurs, it largely 
consists of disarming your foes in a stylish and 
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It looks striking but Mirror's Edge isn’t a leap too 


efficient manner and getting back to delivering 
the data in a timely fashion. The game also 
features a time-trial mode in which you can pit 
your skills against other players around the world 


Performance notes 


Visually, Mirror’s Edge is extraordinarily striking. 
The city's clean, futuristic buildings provide a 
great-looking environment that relies on strong 
artistic design rather than PC-killing graphical 
demands - after all, this is yet another Xbox 
8360/PSS3 port at heart. 

As there are so many straight lines in the 
game's city levels, such as rooftops, skyscrapers 
and ledges, anti-aliasing is very important. High 
levels of AA will tax your hardware due to the 
multiplication of work involved in applying them, 
but fortunately Mirror's Edge’s textures are 
relatively simple. We benchmarked the game on 
the first of the time-trial courses, running three 
times for each test and taking the average result. 
Mirror's Edge set the graphics quality and 
texture quality to high and AA at 4x by default, 
and we chose to play at 1,680 x 1,050. At 
these settings the test rig breezed through the 
game with a minimum frame rate of 38fps and a 


strong average of 57fps. Even when we upped 
these settings to the maximum 16x AA, the 
system managed a playable minimum frame rate 
of 28fps. If you have an Intel Core 2-based PC 
and an Nvidia GeForce 512MB 8800GT, you'll 
be in good shape for playing this game at a 
resolution of 1,680 x 1,050. 


easily ran the game at 3680 
x 1,050 with 16x IAA and alt 
settings maxed out. 
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How low can you go? 
We installed an Nvidia GeForce 512MB 
Q9500GT to see if the cheapest of cards was 
capable of playing Mirror's Edge. With the 
graphics and texture settings on high and 
4x AA, the card was considerably slower, 
producing a minimum frame rate of just 
12fps and an average of 19fps. 

The texture quality setting affects the 
sharpness of the textures, while the graphics 
quality setting controls soft lighting and blur. 
While lowering the latter provides bigger 
increases in frame rates, we found that 
changing them together so that they were 
always at the same level provided the best 
balance of performance and visual quality. 

We wanted to keep the edges of the 
city looking crisp, so we opted to keep 4x 
AA and changed the texture and graphics 
quality settings instead. As the textures are 
relatively simple in Mirror's Edge, the game 


looked good even with these settings on low. 


This added a massive 10fps to our minimum 
frame rate, giving us a 22fps minimum and 
a31fps average. Dropping the AA by one 


Mirror’s Edge 
1,680 x 1,050 16xAA 


Minimum - 28fps 
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notch to 2x AA gained us the final 3fps we 
needed for our target minimum frame rate of 
25fps. If you’re looking for a budget graphics 
card to play this game, then the Nvidia 
GeForce 9500GT is a very worthy contender. 
We also managed to run the game smoothly 
on an Nvidia GeForce 512MB 9400GT, 
although we had to drop the resolution to do 
so. If you change the resolution, you need 
to choose one that matches the aspect ratio 
of your monitor. If you don’t, the game adds 
black bars to the top and bottom of the screen 
to force the widescreen format, resulting in 
a squashed picture. At a resolution of 1,280 
x 1,024 on our widescreen display we were 
under the impression that Faith was only 3ft tall. 
To correct this we opted for a resolution 
of 1,280 x 720, which fit our 22in display 
perfectly. At this resolution, with texture quality 
on the lowest setting and graphics quality 
on low with no AA, the card managed 25fps 
minimum and a 33fps average. Still, it’s worth 
upgrading to something that allows some 
AA if you want to enjoy Mirror's Edge in the 
sharply designed splendour it deserves. (©) 
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Average - 47fps 


Test kit: Intel Core 2 Duo E6700 overclocked to 3GHz, 2GB PC2-6400 RAM, GeForce 8800 GT 
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Better looking 


BETTER VISUALS 
Crank up the AA in 
OPTIONS > VIDEO. 

If your texture and 
graphics quality 
settings are set to low 
or medium and you 


canstill afford tolosea 
few frames per second, 
crank up the AA to 
make the straight 
edges of the city look 
clean and sharp. 


TUTORIAL 


BEST VISUALS 
Turn up Graphics 
quality in OPTIONS > 
VIDEO. The graphics 
quality setting in 
Mirror's Edge affects 
the soft lighting and 
blur effects in the 
background. If you 
have the AA turned 
up and still have 
some headroom, this 
setting will really 
polish off the way the 
game looks. 


FASTER 
Set texture and 


| graphics settings to 


low and use 2x AA in 
OPTIONS > VIDEO. 
Mirror's Edge is not a 


a demanding game, so 
|. evenif you're using a 
- budget graphics card 


such as an Nvidia 


| GeForce SI2MB 
~ 9500CT, you can 
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S.T.A.L.K.E. 


Clear sky 


We get the most out of the post-nuclear 


Russian wasteland. 


yer GSC Game world 

isher Deep Silver 

e www.STALKER-game.com 
tch level 1.5.07 


Cz Sky is a sequel to the original 
S.TA.L.K.E.R., Shadows of Chernobyl 


— although its action occurs earlier in the game’s 
bleak, post-nuclear disaster timeline. As with 
SoC, Clear Sky's world’s starting point is the 
Chernobyl disaster, where, on 26 April, 1986 in 
the former Soviet Union, the fourth reactor of 
the Chernobyl nuclear power plant exploded. 
The event necessitated a mass evacuation 
of the surrounding area due to high levels of 
radioactivity. In reality, the zone is still sectioned 
off, more than 20 years after the incident. In 
the game, the explosion has created a weird, 


spooky landscape populated by mercenaries, 
the army and radioactive dogs. 


Performance notes 

To power the first S.TA.L.K.E.R. game, the 
developer built its own game engine called 
X-Ray. As the first game took a tortuous six 
years to develop, X-Ray was a weird blend of 
relatively advanced techniques (HDR rendering, 
normal mapping) and curiously clunky models 
and textures. Performance was initially uneven, 
and the game was extensively patched after its 
release. Clear Sky uses X-Ray 1.5, which adds 
depth of field effects and volumetric lighting, as 
well as DirectX 10 support. However, it’s still a 
funny mixture — there are moments when the 
game looks genuinely breathtaking, particularly 
when its subtle day/night cycle reaches dawn or 


dusk, but equally, there are times when the game 
looks horrendous, with ugly, pixellated textures, 
such as when you aim down the gun sights. 
Clear Sky is tricky to benchmark for several 
reasons. Firstly, its day/night cycle makes 
extensive use of volumetric lighting, increasing the 
workload for the graphics card for brief periods; 
secondly, certain areas of the game are much 
tougher than others to run. The start of the game 
is a great example, as it's much more demanding 
than the majority of the game. It’s a bright, 
sunny morning at Stalker HQ, and the camp is 
buzzing with the mournful strains of Ukrainian folk 
strumming a beaten-up guitar. It all adds up to a 
nightmare for your GPU. At 1,680 x 1,050 with 
the game in ‘Enhanced Full Dynamic Lighting 
DX10’ mode, at maximum detail quality and with 
2x AA, plus A-tested objects anti-aliased, we 
experienced a low single-figure minimum frame 
rate in the camp, yet when we headed out into 
the swamps, it climbed to 14fps. This was a big 
boost, but not enough to run the game smoothly 
on our GeForce 8800 GT-equipped test rig. 
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The first step was to drop anti-aliasing both 
for the game and those curious A-tested 
objects. Clear Sky, like SoC before it, is a 
blocky-looking game — there’s a chunky 
element that’s reminiscent of a Russian tank 

— and without AA, there are some jagged 
edges visible. However, without it, however, 
the game was mostly happy to run above 
25fps. This meant that we were still running 
at the native resolution of our 22in test screen 
(1,680 x 1,050) with all the lighting effects on 
high, or in the case of the sun quality, ultra. We 
tried several saved games from Clear Sky to 
test these settings, and were generally happy 
with performance throughout. Clear Sky isn’t a 
fast-paced game, so you could argue that the 
odd dip below 25fps is acceptable. 

As with SoC, Clear Sky has attracted 
an active modding community, and at 
least one of SoC’s most famous mods 
has transitioned to the new title. Float82 
(www.thefloatingpoint.org/main/download. 
php?view.25) added a lot of lighting effects 
to the original S.T.A.L.K.E.R. by rewriting the 
shader code. It’s less radical in Clear Sky 
(in part because Clear Sky features much 
better lighting than the original game), but stil 
remains a firm fan favourite. 


How low can you go? 
As the GeForce 8800 GT proved to be more 
than adequate for most of Clear Sky, we 
moved on to one of the less powerful cards 


we used for this feature, the Radeon HD 4650. 


We recorded the action in a firefight at a later 


S.T.A.L.K.E.R Clear Sky 
1,680 x 1,050 2xAA - Before tweaking 


Minimum - 8fps 
Average - 14fps 


1,680 x 1,050 2xAA - After tweaking 
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Stalker base just outside the swamps. Here, 


this card managed a jerky minimum frame rate 


of only 9fps and an average of 17fps. 

Thinking that perhaps the wonderfully 
detailed textures might be hindering the 
frame rates, we turned our attention to 
them. Turning down the textures of the 
game's torn and rusted environment had 
a huge impact on the game’s appearance. 
The high detail textures — cracked paint on 
walls and rusty metal on the abandoned 
vehicles — give the player a sense of what it 
must be like in the Zone. Although the game 
doesn’t always warn you when you adjust 
the object and texture settings, you'll need 
to restart the game before they're applied. 
Even at minimum, with the game's textures 
resembling those of Quake II, we only saw a 
1fps increase to the minimum frame rate. 

After tinkering with several of the other 
settings, it was clear that a drop in resolution 
was on the cards. After going down to 1,280 
X 1,024 with 2x AA, we saw a more significant 
increase, with the minimum increasing to 
15fs and the average hitting 23fps. 

Three lighting settings also had a major 
effect on frame rate: sun quality, sunrays and 
SSOA or Screen Space Ambient Occlusion, 
which is a shadowing effect. Turning these 
down to medium added 6fps to the minimum, 
giving a new score of 20fps. The beautifully 
modelled lights and weather system in Clear 
Sky provides some awesome soft-lighting 
sunray affects, such as when the sun is 
shining through tree branches. These effects 


Test kit’ Intel Core 2 Duo E6700 overclocked to 3GHz, 2GB PC2-6400 RAM, GeForce 8800 GT 
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lose some of their splendour with the aforementioned 
settings turned down, but if you need the extra frames 
per second for smooth gameplay then it’s necessary. 
Despite further lowering of many of the game’s more 
esoteric graphics options and sliders, our Radeon 
4650 was unable to produce a playable frame rate 
at 1,280 x 1,024. As so many of the games graphics 
options didn’t seem to affect the frame rate much - if 
at all - we had a feeling that the card would be able 
to handle the game with everything on maximum at 
1,024 x 768. This was indeed the case, although even 
with the AA, AF and texture settings all on max, the 
game still won't look great when such a low resolution 
is stretched out over a 22in display. © 


Better looking 


BEST VISUALS 
Change enhanced 
dynamic lighting to 
DirectX 10 mode in 


OPTIONS > VIDEO 
and look at modding 
BETTER VISUALS thegamewith 
Crank up the texture community efforts 
and object details in such as Float32. 
OPTIONS > VIDEO > 
ADVANCED. We found 
that the texture details 
didn’t have much 
impact on the frame 
rate but they make the 
game look much better. 
If you have frames per 
second to spare then 
don’t be afraid to set FASTER 
these to max Turn down sun quality, 


sunray and SSOA in 
OPTIONS > VIDEO > 
| ADVANCED. These 
| settings adjust the 
| softlighting and 
| sunbeam effects in 
the game but are 
the most effective 
way of gaining more 
frames per second 
through the advanced 
graphics menu. 


_ FASTEST 
wer the resolution 
INS > VIDEO. 
as 
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DIY Home Theatre 


The final instalment of Jaye Gallagher’s dream HTPC build. 


W's: we last left our heroine, the planning 
phase of constructing a brand new, fairly 
serious, quiet and stylish HTPC with all the lat- 
est high-def playback mod-cons was complete, 
and after some initial hacking about with key- 
boards, cooling fans and the like, all the parts 
were ready to assemble into the new beast. 
Now watch as the build process unfolds... 


The Noisy Case 
and Fan Replacement 


As we mentioned last time, the Thermaltake 
case came with three case fans already 
installed —- two 60mm fans at the back, and 
one 80mm at the front. In spite of the fact that 
the Bach is obviously a HTPC case, the fans 
were really pretty noisy when powered up. As 
such |’d ordered some replacements, and 
some silicone rubber anti-vibration fan mount- 
ing attachments: while it’s probably crazy to 
order fans from the UK, | did want the absolute 
minimum of noise while still getting adequate 
airflow. | went with Papst fans for all three: both 
on specs and reviews they seemed to be the 
most suitable. 

Now, as you can see in the pictures, while 
the rubber fan mounts should simply fit straight 
into the case and secure the fans, it turned out 
that the flanges on the mounts were just too 
wide to fit through the mounting holes on the 


78 


fans. Fixing this and getting the fans mounted 
involved cutting the flanges back with side cut- 
ters: on twelve mountings, no less. Ultra-tedi- 
ous! Thankfully, with all the fans in place, we 
once again put the system in-situ and powered 
up: much quieter, and indeed, plenty quiet 
enough to be satisfactory - Papst make good 
fans, with no nasty high-pitched components 
to the scant sound they do produce. 


Hot Dremel Action: 
Fitting the CPU Heatsink 


There's always at least one point in a project 
where something you’re completely unable to 
anticipate bites you. In this case, it arrived when 
| started mounting the CPU and memory in 

the motherboard. The memory |’d purchased 
didn’t seem particularly out of the ordinary 
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Mounting and Cabling noid demons to rest and check that everything 


was running smoothly. Everything powered 


the Motherboa rd up just fine, but the level and character of the 

° noise coming from the video card heatsink was 
and Drives a serious worry: when first powered up the fan 
It was now time for the nerve racking business went to maximum speed, producing far more 
of actually mounting the motherboard in the sound than I’d expected with an especially 
case: |’ve done a bit of PCB design in my time, irritating high-pitched component to it. Just to 
and the idea of something as high-precision, make sure, | put the case cover back on, and 


delicate, and static sensitive as a modern PC 
motherboard being dragged across a bunch of 
ill-placed hex-spacer mounting points gives me 
the heebs. | just try to keep repeating: “Slow 
and patient, slow and patient...” until the final 
screw is in and the board is locked down. | 
always find getting the back panel connectors 
out through the perforated back bezel an espe- 
cial nightmare, and this was no exception - it 
took two attempts to get everything just right. 
Sigh: slow and patient. 

With the motherboard in, all that remained 
of the basics was to mount and cable all of the 
drives, including the 2.5in notebook hard drive 
we'd chosen. |’d considered getting some 
vibration reducing rubber washers to mount the 
hard drive on its 3.5in mounting bracket; but it 
was after all, a notebook drive and they’re pretty 


Do not drill mounting holes for your damn quiet to begin with. As far as cabling went - 
front fan like this. the case, motherboard and power supply made 
things pretty easy with high quality cables and | 


plenty of length, and lots of space around the Mr. Dremel is everyone's friend. 
ATX board. | like to keep things reasonably neat 
when I’m cabling everything, and so used some 
small zip-lock cable ties to bunch the cables 
together and keep them out of the way: saves 
nightmares later when | inevitably need to touch 
the insides again. 


H4xxOring the 
Video Card 


+e’ Moy ; we 
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Happily mounted, with some contact cement to With the system basically assembled to a P’'m sure the heatsink didn’t really need 
keep those pesky nipples in place. working state, | figured |’d best put those para- _—_ that edge anyway. 


in its dimensions, and the CPU heatsink — a 
Vortex CoolerMaster 752 — seemed properly 
designed, with all the proper clearances. When 
| tried mounting the heatsink with the memory 
in place, however, it was clear things were dif- 
ficult: there wasn’t enough clearance above the 
memory to mount the (admittedly large) heat- 
sink. | guess it’s just one of those motherboard 
layout things that happens sometimes. 

Not one to be defeated, however, and also 
not one for maintaining the warranty on brand- 
new parts, | had a closer look: only about 
7mm of the plastic housing on the heatsink 
would need to be removed from one corner for 
everything to fit just fine. | marked out the target 
area, and ferretted around for my trusty Dremel 
in the bottom of the tool cabinet. Ten minutes 
later, and a small amount of potentially hazard- 
ous fine plastic dust later, I’d gouged out the 
required area in a not-too-messy fashion: the 
heatsink now fitted perfectly and, on powering 
up the motherboard, was pretty much silent at 
top speed. Optimal. 
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moved the machine into its final destination in 
the lounge room cabinet: even from across the 
room on the couch, the noise level was a lot 
more than | was expecting. Oh well: no battle 
plan survives contact with the enemy. 

| was originally attracted to this ASUS version 
of the GeForce 9600GT because it boasted 
a ‘fan-sink’: a passive/active cooling combina- 
tion which, in theory, should mean that the fan 
shouldn’t be running most of the time, given the 
workloads I’ve got in mind. And, again in theory, 
as this is a card aimed in the direction of HTPC 
builders the fan should be pretty quiet at the 
worst of times. Clearly | wasn’t living in theory- 
land; so | set to a quick test-install of Windows 
XP, drivers for the card and Blu-Ray playback 
software, so | could get a clear picture of how 
bad the noise problem was and what needed 
to be done. 

End result? Dynamic control of the video 
card fan requires that you run ASUS'’s control 
application in the background at all times: if 
you quit the control app, the card immediately 
switches the fan to full-speed. Now this would 
be fine except that, after a lot of hair pulling, | 
discovered that the control application was 
causing Blu-Ray playback to stutter on both the 
players | was trialling. On top of that, even with 
the fan set to a maximum of 50 per cent speed, 
the noise was still a bit irritating. And let’s not 
mention that the control app had one of those 
ghastly ‘ultra-cool graphic design’ interfaces 
that was a nightmare to use: that sort of thing 
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Prep the patient for surgery: Fansink meet Mr. DuOrb. 
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Fits like a charm! Joy! 
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might flip some people's bit, but can’t the 
rest of us have an option for a straightforward 
standard Windows UI? Overall situation assess- 
ment: Gah! What to do? 

| did a bit of reading and came to the conclu- 
sion that the only thing for it was to replace 
ASUS's allegedly quiet fan-sink with a genuinely 
quiet heatsink of my own choosing: | settled on 
the ThermalTake DuOrb VGA Cooler, as it both 
looked pretty neat and had immaculate heat 
and noise level specs. It was a good thing I'd 


eye on the various component temperatures in 
the new machine, even when doing heavy lifting 
tasks like playing high-def video. 

After having a good long poke around, | set- 
tled on a two-line yellow on black LCD display 
from CrystalFontz as pretty much optimal, if 
a little expensive. Red on black would have 
been just perfect, but sometimes you can’t 
have everything. Since the motherboard had a 
spare old-school serial port sitting around doing 
nothing, | opted for the serial connection ver- 


Fortunately, the subsequent two hours of very 
fiddly soldering both got the job done and 
reminded me why | try to avoid this sort of thing. 


settled on an ATX motherboard with plenty of 
expansion slots — the DuOrb was going to over- 
lap the PCI-E connector next to the video card. 
As you can see in the pictures, as long as 
you take it slowly and carefully, and pay good 
attention to keeping things clean and static-free, 
swapping the heatsink on a video card isn’t 
that much of a drama. On remounting the card 
and powering everything back up, the heatsink 
was pretty much silent, and running an average 
of 10 degrees cooler. Win-tastic. While | could 
have undervolted the heatsink to 7 or 5V by 
messing around with the innards of power con- 
nectors, there just wasn’t a need. Makes you 
wonder what ASUS was thinking, mounting 
such a noisy fan on a low-noise video card. 


The Front Panel LCD 


The previous machine |’d been running as a low- 
end HTPC was a second-hand Dell Optiplex 
GX620, with an S-Video capable graphics card: 
sometimes the graphics heatsink would get 

up to around 95 degrees and generally scare 
the bejesus out of me anytime | had to have a 
poke around the case. Call me paranoid, but 
this made me want to be able to keep a good 


sion. What really drew me in to CrystalFontz in 
particular was the LCD control software: highly 
configurable, with support for a wide variety of 
built in sources of system data to display, and 
lots of plug-ins for fetching status from the 
other applications. 

Once the display arrived | had to both 
connect it up, and figure out how to mount it 
behind the front panel window. The size of the 
display on the LCD was a good match for the 
display window, but the mounting points avail- 
able were for the stock display that comes with 
the considerably more expensive media centre 
version of the case, and not at all useful. In the 
end | used four 15mm hex spacers screwed 
onto the front of the LCD on its mounting points, 
and epoxied them to the case interior. Certainly 
not the most elegant of solutions, but the 
display is nice and visible, with no light leakage 
from the front panel lighting or video card heat- 
sink (did | mention the DuOrb was illuminated 
for maximum case-modder glory points?). 

Cabling the display to its required power sup- 
ply was easy: all it needed was five volts and 
ground from one of the spare power connec- 
tors cabled neatly inside the case. | also took 


Mounted in the motherboard. It’s kinda pretty looking, really 
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You can’t go past a three volt calculator battery for 
testing your LEDs. 


the opportunity to run a twelve volt line from the 
same connector to the front panel for the new 
lighting. The serial data connection, however, 
was a little more work. 

The display had a standard DB9 serial con- 
nector on the back, however, the motherboard 
simply had the usual ten pin boxed header 
connector. Now, while you can purchase adap- 
tor cables to go from boxed header to standard 
DBQ, that would have meant either going to a 
physical shop to find one (tedious), or waiting 
for an online order to arrive (even more tedious). 
Some googling revealed the wiring data of the 
motherboard connector and a standard DB9, 
and | had bare connectors for both of those 
lying about, so why not simply build the cable 
out of pieces myself? 

Fortunately, the subsequent two hours of 
very fiddly and irritating soldering both got the 
job done, and reminded me why | try to avoid 
having to hack up this sort of thing wherever 
possible — the dollars to fun trade-off really 
skews toward buying a store-bought cable 
after about 90 minutes. The LCD was, however, 
installed, working and looking pretty sweet. 


The Front Panel Lighting 


| had never thought that I'd descend into the 
bizarre-yet-enticing world of case modding, 
even to a casual degree. However, after getting 
the LCD panel working, and given the ultimate 
lameness and irritation caused by the stock 
front panel indicators and illumination, it was 
clear that this was to be my purgatory. As the 
primary use of the machine was going to be 
watching movies in a darkened room, | decided 
that | wanted visible, but subdued lighting for 
both the power and drive indicators and the 
strip lighting down each side of the central pan- 
el. | ordered a whole stack of red, orange and 
pink LEDs in various shades from LEDSales to 
see which took my fancy: after all you can never 
have too many LEDs in your electronic junk box. 
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Preparing to epoxy the LCD into the front panel. 


The LCD and LED strips mounted and working. 


| ended up settling on nice orangey-red LEDs 
for the power indicator and strip lighting, and 
pale pink for the drive indicator. As | didn’t want 
the indicators too bright, | did a bit of googling 
to discover the sort of resistor values that were 
suitable for putting inline on the connection to 
the motherboard. | then spent a little time in 
the dark, checking out brightness levels with 
nearby resistor values just to get things perfect. 

For the strip lighting | wanted a dim, but very 
even effect. After some playing about with the 
light diffusers built into the case | figured the 
best approach was to pack as many LEDs as 
possible down each strip, and light them all 
at very low level. | built four strips, with nine 
LEDs each - one for the top and bottom of 
each side - on some circuit prototyping matrix 
board that | cut down to size. | didn’t point the 
LEDs directly out through the light diffusers, but 
rather pointed them straight at the wall of the 
case, and let the light bleed out softly. Again, | 
spent some time in the dark tweaking resistor 
values for just the right level of brightness: as 
you can see in the pictures, the effect is subtle 
but visible, and | think pretty neat. 


Conclusion: 
Up and Running 


With the build complete, it was installation 

and software time. It was a new, strange and 
pleasing experience to only have to run three 
cables — power, ethernet and HDMI - to the 
PC amongst the jungle in the back of my AV 
cabinet. | had made some notes during the test 
install of XP | did earlier about which drivers 

| needed and which were unnecessary, so | 
formatted the machine and set to doing the 
final install and setup of my operating environ- 
ment: | like to get things just right and working 
perfectly with all the applications I'll be using, 
and then take a Ghost image for easy rollback 
should something go amiss, or when XP starts 
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One the four side-lighting strips: nine LEDs on 
prototyping matrix. 


Purty! Love that old-school red glow. 


to inevitably lose its mind after a year or so. 

End result: gold-plated gold. The new ma- 
chine boots quickly and plays Blu-Ray flawlessly. 
The audio sounds great from the Xonar HDAV 
(which, rather surprisingly for a HDMI device, 
gave me no problems whatsoever in setup) and 
Geometry Wars and Space Giraffe look mind- 
burningly fantastic at 1080p. Whilst the build 
did take a little while, a lot of fussing around, 
and perhaps a little more cash than a machine 
scraped together for the bare minimum, it’s 
worth it for having something that looks good 
and runs completely rock solid at all times. 

It’s also great for that feeling of having done 
something yourself and having done it right: I'll 
probably be running this box for at least the next 
five years. © 


Cable ties are just the thing for your inner control freak. 
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Back to school 


Chris Taylor spares a thought and some advice for those moving 


into tertiary education for the first time. 


C ongratulations to those that have just 
begun their tertiary education. Whether 
you're a school leaver or a mature age student, 
at university or TAFE or a private institute like the 
Academy of Interactive Entertainment, we’ve no 
doubt the first couple of weeks of the semester 
have made you aware of just how different terti- 
ary education is to primary and secondary. 

I've started four courses in my time as a 
tertiary student. I’ve been through TAFE and 
university. The latter as both an undergraduate 
student and, as of the past couple of weeks, a 
postgraduate student. Each time I’ve witnessed 
how, after the first month, many students pulled 
out because they couldn't hack it. Because they 
couldn’t motivate themselves. Because they felt 
like they’d chosen the wrong course. For what- 
ever reason, a significant number of students 
disappear from campus early on. 

Now, there’s no advice we can offer you if 
you've started a course only to find it’s not what 
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you were expecting aside from the following. 
Firstly, you can pull out of a course within the first 
couple of weeks and not owe a cent to anyone. 
Secondly, if you dislike the course but feel you 
can stick out the year — well, the full 26 weeks 
you'll actually be on campus — you can always 
stay where you are and, when the second 
semester hits, put in an application to transfer to 
something you actually do want to do. | did the 
latter when | found myself hating the Bachelor of 
Network Computing. 

Hopefully, though, a newfound lack of interest 
in your chosen field of study won't be an issue. 
What probably will be an issue is the difficulty of 
the transition from secondary education. Univer- 
sity in particular is very different, requiring much 
in the way of discipline and motivation. No one 

—not your tutors or your lecturers or anyone in 
student services — will hold your hand. That’s not 
to say the environment is cold and cruel. Assist- 
ance, be it in the form of counselling or classes 


on essay writing, is there if you need it. It’s just 
your responsibility to seek it out. 


Turning up to class 


Not bothering to turn up to class is something 
many students are guilty of. It’s not always out of 
laziness. Sometimes we have to work. Particu- 
larly when you start postgraduate courses, the 
university will tell you that they don’t like the 
idea of you juggling a job and a full-time course. 
Now, that’s all well and good for a professional 
academic, but the reality for anyone living out 
of home — yours truly included — is that there 
are bills to pay. Telstra isn’t going to hold off on 
demanding its thirty bucks for line rental simply 
because you're determined to get straight High 
Distinctions. Realistically, there are times when 
you're going to have to sacrifice study to get by. 
However, you need to make up for it. Lectur- 
ers typically upload both audio recordings and 
PowerPoint slides. Keep up with them. Read 


atemic 


ATOMIGC.EDU 


the assigned text and, if you're able, any texts a couple of weeks and borrow it from the library read the textbook and attend classes or, at the 
the lecturer recommends as further reading. instead. If it's no good, find something else instead __ very least, seek out the audio recordings and 
The libraries on large campuses — Monash and buy that. Many bookshops, including those PowerPoint slideshows your lecturer uploads 
University’s Clayton and Caulfield campuses, for at university, are able to order in books they don’t each week. 

instance — are open reasonably late, so getting normally stock. Just make sure the book covers It’s also your responsibility to use those 
there at some point during the week shouldn’t all of the topics you're supposed to learn about communication skills of yours to tell someone 
be too hard. during the course of the semester. if you're having a hard time. Don’t understand 


If you can make class, ensure you do so. a topic? Talk to the lecturer or tutor. Seek them 


Particularly the tutorials and seminars, as these Ta ki ng care of you rself out during their consultation times. Send them 


are often more valuable than the lectures. Indeed, We can’t stress enough that gaining a tertiary edu- an email. Give them a call. Don’t simply wait 
in some instances I’ve found it physically impos- —_—_ cation is an exercise in discipline and motivation. A __until next week's class, as by then everyone 


sible to be at the lectures of a given subject for lecturer won't chase you around campus for your else will have moved onto something else and 
most of a semester. So long as | read the as- work. They'll simply fail you. It’s up to you to keep you'll still be struggling with the previous topic. 

signed texts and take a squiz at the lecture notes, up to date with what's expected of you and when The university semester is only 13 weeks and 

| get by just fine in the tutorials. you're supposed to hand in work. It’s up to you to in that time you'll be expected to cover a lot of 


ground, so failing to gain competency in even 
. ingle week’ terial t very f 
“A lecturer can be a great resource, but a quality tering. ryou get no satstacton when dealing 
1 . with your tutor, speak to the lecturer. Look at 
textbook is there by your side even at 3am On the swapping to another tutorial. Ask your felow 
students. 


morning before the exam.” Too, taking care of yourself off campus can 


Essentially, if you can make it to class 
you should. Even if that means waking 
up earlier than your lazy arse would prefer. 
If you can’t make it to class, you should 
do everything in your power to keep up 
with the class. Keep an eye on the unit's 
message board, as sometimes there 
will be important announcements about 
assignment topics, submission dates and 
mid-semester tests that were also made in 
classes. Stay in touch with your lecturers 
and tutors. 


Textbooks 


Reading the assigned texts is very impor- 
tant. A lecturer can be a great resource, 
but a quality textbook is there by your side 
even at 3AM on the morning before the 
exam. Of course, that’s not to say all text- 
books you're assigned or recommended 
by the lecturer will be quality textbooks. 
Sometimes, they’ve got a book to sell. 
Sometimes, they're illogically attached to 
a textbook that’s out-of-date or otherwise 
inferior to another product. Sometimes, 
you and your lecturer will simply have 
differing opinions on what makes for a 
quality textbook. 

And that’s fine. Really. Remember that 
your university has a bookshop and a 
library, both of which will stock many books 
that aren't on either the required or recom- 
mended list of books handed out at the 
start of semester. For instance, when | was 
studying Network Computing, the set book 
for Java wasn't to my liking. After spending 
a few minutes in the library flipping through 
basic Java books, though, | found a better 
one that ended up lasting me through 
the semester. 

Sometimes it’s important to buy the text 
that the lecturer suggests. You might have 
weekly tests relating to that book's content, 
for instance. If not, hold off on buying it for 
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“ Don't be put off if you balls up your first 
assignment or find the transition from school 
difficult - you're not alone.” 


considerably improve how you fare on campus. 
Living off crap food — instant noodles, takeaway, 
etcetera — will have an impact on your energy, 
concentration and how often you come down 
with colds and other common ailments. On the 
job front, a couple of hours a week at a retail 
outlet won't give you enough money to afford 
decent food, let alone textbooks, fuel, train 
tickets and necessities. One job that guarantees 
a decent amount of hours each week, even if 

it requires you to miss the odd lecture, is better 
than even three casual jobs. 

Having a job while you're studying is undeni- 
ably a good thing, as it — ideally, anyway — will 
give you more money than welfare, not to 
mention the sense of pride that comes from 
actually working for your money. Too, a casual 
or part-time job can provide relevant experi- 
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ence for when you eventually seek out full-time 
employment. Retail and call centre work can 
provide experience in dealing with customers 
and end users that can carry over to pretty much 
every area of employment, including information 
technology. 
If everything falls apart and you 

happen to fail a unit, it’s your 
responsibility to deal with the re- 
sulting mess. If you've just failed 

— that is, by five marks or less 

— you should be able to apply for 
a near pass. In my final semester 


of my Bachelor of Communication, | was gutted 
when | found out I’d failed a unit by three marks. 
In that situation, it was my responsibility to head 
to student services and speak to someone and 
to then do exactly what they told me which, in 
this instance, was to confirm with the lecturer 
that he’d followed the policy on having someone 
else mark anyone who got a high distinction or a 
fail. Turns out, he hadn't followed the policy and 
set about correcting his mistake immediately. 
The second person who marked my assignment 
gave me a pass. If | hadn’t made the effort, I'd 
currently be repeating that subject instead of 
starting my postgraduate course. 


Summing up 
Good luck with the rest of the semester, the 
rest of the year and, ultimately, the rest of the 
course. Don’t be put off if you balls up your first 
assignment or find the transition from school 
difficult, as | can guarantee you’re not alone. 
Tertiary education offers so much room for 
growth and learning more than can ever be 
possibly crammed into 13 weeks’ worth of 
lectures and tutorials, but it’s also a lesson in 
managing your time and becoming the sort of 
resourceful individual you need to be to 


succeed professionally. ( © 
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Time to pen one of those letters. 


ear Sid, 
We've been together twenty years 

now, ever since we first met as youthful Pirates! 
in command of the Commodore64. We both 
knew that the lure of the Caribbean, of dancing, 
swordplay and conquest, were too strong for me 
to resist. When my boyfriend wasn’t around, you 
and | spent wonderful months together — earning 
letters of marque, seducing governor's daughters 
and makjing ourselves a fortune. It was a 
wonderful time, and -— | admit — it made me think 


It's true, | drifted away for a while when you 
started to value style over substance. 

| wasn't in it for the pretty baubles; | was 
in it for the hard work and persistence. Even 
so, | really appreciated that you listened to my 
concerns and went back to the way that we had 
always worked best. Our fourth go-round was as 
good as the first. | loved when you brought out 
my finest skills, when you respected my creativity 
and willingness to experiment. You won me back, 
and | was in it for the long haul. 


| spent time making rum and rolling cigars. 
| gave you coats and cloth... 


of you fondly later, when things weren’t so good 
between us. 

You always said we would conquer worlds 
together, Sid. You were right. 

We forged a Civilization that withstood the 
test of time, often literally. | thrilled to each new 
discovery we made. Time and time again we 
created wonders that made the whole world 
stop and pay attention. We reinvented the wheel! 

It wasn’t always a winning formula of course, 
and our relationship had the usual teething 
troubles. Sometimes, it seemed, we were better 
off fighting each other like Montezuma and 
Ghengis Khan. Other times, diplomacy won 
out as we faced each other like Gandhi and 
Lincoln to forge our future in a spirit of shared 
achievement. Even as | gained more control and 


power, you were on my side, and cheered me on. 


“You've achieved a space race victory!” you used 
to say, toasting our success. 
| would have done anything for you, Sid. | 
spent time with you that | probably should have 
spent on my studies, but | didn’t care. It was 
worth every stolen moment. 
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It got so good, over the last year, that | really 
thought that we could be together again. Just 
like old times. 

But now... things have changed. | don’t think | 
can forgive you this time. 

Those two weeks over Christmas. They were 
supposed to be our time. We were going to 
explore new worlds, and Colonize, just like 
old times. 

| wanted so badly to make things perfect. | 
spent my time making rum and rolling cigars. | 
gave you coats and cloth. Nothing seemed to 
get through to you. It was like you didn’t care 
how well | managed our resources or how hard 
| worked to build friendships and networks that 
we could use. What happened to the joy we got 
in discovering new things? What happened to 
diplomacy? Do you really think all | care about is 
material goods and money? 

| don’t know how to succeed with you 
anymore, Sid. It doesn’t matter what | do, when 
or how | revolt; | just can’t win. | stockpile my 
guns and horses, but you won’t even let me 
bring the fight to you. It always has to be on your 
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terms, to your schedule. You've sent wave after 
wave of fury against me, and all | can really do 
is defend. 

Putting me on the defensive constantly isn’t 
good enough, Sid — you have to eventually let 
me win. 

Even if | won the battle now, two months 
later, now that | know your weak points and 
know how far in advance | have to put my plans 
in motion, it would be too little, too late. You've 
made it clear you no longer care what | want out 

of this relationship. 
| just want to rub your face in defeat; just _ 
once, and then I’m leaving you for good. (=) 


Zara Baxter is back to dating Chris Sawyer, 
though she might elope with Jay Wilson. 


TELL THEM WHERE YO. G0 
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-Heachout.con1.au oy 
Log on if life could be better 


We got a little something for everyone 
this month, with games of all stripes 


taking up our attention. 

The game we're happy to admit we are the 
most addicted to is Empire: Total War. We loved 
the limited preview we saw a couple of issues 
ago, and we're loving the full game even more. 
It has just about everything you could want from 
a game set in the 18th century — the only thing 
it's missing is the smell of gunpowder! 

But we've also managed to spend some 


GAMES, GAMING AND FILM COVERED... ATOMIC-STYLE 


time with FEAR 2 - it's a pretty solid little FPS, 
though we may have been counting the time 


until we could finish it and get back to Europe. 


Also in our gunsights this month is Tom 
Clancy's HAWX. 

Finally, we've rounded out our strategy 
efforts with Halo Wars on the Xbox. A console 
RTS? Well, there’s more coming. On the 
culture front, we've seen Watchmen. And, we 
love Watchmen. Check out Culture Shock to 
find out why. 


Thermaltake 
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GAMEPLAY 


Sponsored by 


ENGINE ROOM: 


Blizzard Cinematics Team 

We chat in-depth with the guys who 
make the jaw-droppingly gorgeous 
CGI for Warcraft, Starcraft and all 
your favourite Blizzard games. 


Empire: Total War 92 
Tom Clancy’s HAWX 94 
FEAR 2: Project Origin 95 
Halo Wars 96 
Culture Shock 97 


Who watches the Watchmen? 


The Eye of the Storm 


Blizzard has built a reputation for epic cinematics and teasers for upcoming games. 
Atomic has the lowdown on what makes their Cinematics team so distinctly Blizzard. 


W: are just making what we think is cool.” 

In a sense, that could be all you need 
to know about Blizzard and its industry-leading 
Cinematics team. Jeff Chamberlain, Cinematic 
Project Lead (Director of the luscious video 
you've seen introducing Wrath of the Lich 
King — a personal favourite project of his), cuts 
to the chase quite well in his description of 
what Blizzard aims to achieve with the video 
sequences we'll usually watch a few hundred 
times, with our jaws on our laps. 

“The aim for the department is to tell the story 
further for the game. At Blizzard we think that 
story is pretty important for the game to be fun. 
Our job is to take portions of the game that are 
more important, or very punctual in the story, 
and develop them further in a more theatrical 
style rather than in the gameplay.” 

Being their own client, Chamberlain finds the 
team is able to work in a much more flexible 
and organic way than an outsourced team 
could manage, running with their passion for 
the story instead of a client’s briefing document. 
So they really do get to ‘make what they think 
is cool’ with changes following the needs of 
the story. 

“If it ends up not being cool then we'll make it 
better,” says Chamberlain. 


Putting the 
band together 


When Chamberlain was first involved (during 
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work on Diablo :2) the Blizzard Cinematics team 
was just a dozen strong. Back then everyone 
did a bit of everything, but with expansion 
came specialisation. Now its a gathering of 
over 100 artists. Modelers, animators, finishers 
(the lighting and compositing artists), plus a 
team of concept and storyboard artists, as well 
as the editors. Then there is a team of techs, 
managing the tools the team needs to get 
the job done. The cinematics team operates 
separately from the rest of the Blizzard 
production line, but the directors and leads 
come together to share content and concepts. 
“If they have concepts for a character we 
need to use, we get it from them. And vice 
versa. If we need to develop a character before 
they’re ready to then we'll start concepting it 
and make sure it fits their needs as well. Then 
we share all those assets and we start from 
day one and create the best cinematic we can.” 


The life of 
a Blizzard CGI shot 


Organic has a nice ring to it, but you still need 
a good workflow to get a polished product out 
the door. Chamberlain gives us a run down 
on how a shot passes from artist to artist as it 
moves from the napkin to final frames. 

“When we decide we're going to make a 
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movie, the leads of the different departments get 
together and make sure we generate a story that 
fits. As far as cinematics goes we really need 
to get story very early on in the process, so we 
make sure we can establish at least the portions 
of the story that our cinematics are going to tell.” 
Days and’even months of meetings can 
follow as they hammer out the story, and then 
the labour of love begins. Storyboards become 


“When we decide we're going to make a film, the 
leads of the different departments get together 
and make sure we generate story that fits.” 


animated storyboards (thanks to a storyboard 
team who are also trained animators) complete 
with temporary music to help set the tone and 
get the pacing right. Then the animators and 
modeling team get involved, creating a rough 
3D version of the final animation. 

While the modeling team works on 
characters and environments, the animators 
work with very low polygon characters and 
as the models are refined and updated the 
animations are refined. This is also where 
production technicians get involved, supporting 
the more technical.developments like hair and 


skeletal systems for the characters. And then 
the effects team kicks into gear. 

“Lighting will start developing the look by 
creating HDR maps for the environment so we 
can light with nice high range imagery. They'll 
start doing lighting tests, depth of field tests 
per shot. Then as animation and modelling get 
more complete, we'll hand that off to effects 
and the finishing team and they'll start applying 


all these things they’ve been testing out. Often 
it’s half-way there and we have to refine it much 
more at that point.” 

From there it’s just a case of lather, rinse, 
and repeat until a sexed up final output is 
ready for action. 


The tech behind the art 


There is always a level of engineering behind — 
the artistry, depending on how hard the team 
needs to push their hardware to achieve a 
result on screen. Thankfully, a lot of physics 
engines and dynamic animation systems are 
now available ‘off the shelf’ for Blizzard, but 
back in the day they would have built such 
effects by hand. 

“A long time ago, before fluid sims were 
something you could just buy, we knew we 
wanted to do a fluid sim in the Warcraft 3 
cinematic. The one where Archimonde creates 
this city on his hand and then destroys it. At the 
time it was one guy who created an entire fluid 
simulator for that.” 

“Whatever the project needs — if it’s fluid 
or water sims, or smoke and stuff like that 


— generally there are lots of packages we will 


evaluate and see which is best for our needs. It 
saves time and money that way.” 
So now the engineering is focused on 


89 


: | 
techniques, and a recent move to Renderman 


has pushed a lot of internal R&D toward 
supporting that. 

“Prior to that we used Max| and Brazil for our 
rendering. Brazil is pretty much ‘you get what 
you get’; it’s pretty easy to use, and other than 
a RAM limit it is pretty good./But we found 
when we got to making the cinematic for the 
Starcraft 2 teaser we ended up hitting that 
RAM limit quite often. So we knew we needed 
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to look into other areas to render.” 

In a shoot out between Renderman and 
Mental Ray, Blizzard went with Renderman. 

“Although its a much bigger thing to take on, 
it was a lot more versatile and would be better 
in the long run. So over the last two years 
we've purchased Renderman and just been 
developing tools and shaders and everything 
to really support it. And we really feel like we’re 
just starting to get our grasp in the Renderman 
world. We hope that in the future we'll get 
better and better at it.” 


Hi, my name is Matte 
It’s not all about polygons and models when 
creating a cinematic. Sometimes the best 
solution is to take an artist and paint a wall. 

“If you have a character and there is just a 
ton of dust blowing around, then you’ll need 
to model out a lot of the environment because 
the dust will have to interact. But if its just a 
character standing in an area where there isn’t 
that much environment going on then really you 
can get away with wherever shadows might hit 


or close proximity to the character's interaction.” 

“You can trick the eye quite a bit by getting 
some low poly geometry in there and then 
painting all the light into it. That way you don’t 
have to light it and it is still 3D geometry so it 
parallaxes properly, but you’re not spending a 
lot of time modeling and texturing the surfaces. 
If it’s far enough in the background you just 
paint it on a flat plane like they did in old school 
Star Wars movies.” 

For a good example, go watch the Wrath 

of the Lich King video. There’s a shot early 
on that’s like a helicopter panning around 
a waterfall type environment. The entire 
environment is a matte painting. 

“It still parallaxes very well, we just do it 
by getting low poly geometry in there that is 
spinning just right then paint all the texture and 
detail onto it.” 


Lighting: the 

cinematic secret sauce 
You might need your models and environments 
to be first rate, but the final product really 


a atemic 


comes together through the lighting. 

“Lighting is actually a very complex part of it 
and we keep trying to work out how to speed 
it up. That’s what defines the quality of the 
image, | think.” 

In Chamberlain's early days at Blizzard, they 
took a hit and hope approach to lighting their 
scenes, but you can’t get away with taking light 


use of colour. And Chamberlain agrees this is 

something they take very seriously too, with 
“more time than you’d imagine” put into defining 

their colour palettes for a game, chasing “that 

perfect look” with a lot of work in compositing. 

“| feel like we’re always trying to push hue and 
saturation a little bit further than what you’d 
see in real life or what you’d see in any top film. 


too lightly anymore. 

“If you go back and watch our old stuff, in 
my opinion it looks very dated now. Since the 
public’s eye has been refined we have to be 
really careful about what we can get away with. 
As aresult we’ve set up systems that make 
sure everybody has similar light angles and 
similar light colours per shot.” 

A recent development to help speed up an 
otherwise slow lighting workflow is a render 
pass that separates each light channel in 
the image for compositing. This allows the 
lighting intensity and colour to be adjusted in 
compositing instead of having to go back and 
re-render any changes. 


True colours 
shining through 
Anyone who plays through a few levels of 


a Blizzard title, or a few zones of World of 
Warcraft, quickly picks up on Blizzard’s distinct 
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| think that contributes to what the ‘Blizzard 
look’ is. We always try to find something that 
is a little bit more colourful so that it matches 
the game, because most of our games are 
pretty colourful. But we want to keep it in the 
realm of tasteful, but still more colourful than a 
desaturated cel would be.” 

Colour may play one key role in giving 
Blizzard their special something, but 
Chamberlain is keen to emphasise how the 
passion within the team helps them really take 
their work to another level. 

“We're not trying to satisfy someone else, 
and we're very married to these ideas and 
stories. We all live and breathe these stories 
Blizzard writes, and it is great to be amongst 
a team where every single person in it is really 
passionate about what we’re doing because 
we're all heavily invested in it.” 

“I'd like to think that comes out in the final 
image. It’s a great situation for us to be in 
and we’re very thankful for that because it 


4 reasons to | 


Do you dream of an exciting career in IT, 


but don’t know how to get there? 


Monash University's IT courses cover all IT fields, 
for both undergraduate and postgraduate study 
Courses are flexible and can be adapted to your needs 


really comes down to a bunch of guys getting 
together and making something that they think 
is really, really cool and then releasing it to the 
world and hoping they think it is cool, too.” 

In case you’re wondering, Blizzard, we do 
agree — it is really, really cool. @ 


Want to know more? 


Visit www.infotech.monash.edu 


Undergraduate degrees all have Industry-Based Learning 


(IBL) programs" 


Postgraduate degrees have been streamlined to make your 
choice easier, whether entering the IT profession, enhancing 
your existing IT skills, or fast-tracking to senior management. 


“IBL programs currently offered to selected Australian 
and New Zealand residents and include generous scholarships. 


CRICOS Provider: Monash University OO008C 
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GAMEPLAY 4 


EMPIRE: TOTAL WAR 


The best strategy game you'll play this year. 


T his is one of those times where, as a game 
reviewer, you just want to right “This game 

PWNs”, get the designer to lay out the page in 

60 point type and fit in as many screen shots as 
can fit — just so you can go back to conquering 

Europe and the New World. 

We previewed Empire a couple of issues 
ago, and we were pretty damn excited. We got 
a taste of the new gameplay, from the naval 
combat to improved diplomatic options, in the 
Road to Independence campaign. But that’s just 
a taste of the epic scale that you get from the 
Grand Campaign. There’s a mess of scenarios 
and of course the Independence campaign to 
play, and very well-featured multiplayer, but the 
true joy of Total War has always been in the 
literally hundreds of hours we've spent plotting 
total domination of each game’s given theatre. 

In Empire, the Grand Campaign features not 
just one theatre, but three — Europe, India, and 
Central & North America. On top of that, there’s 
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also four smaller Trade Theatres where you can 
place trading ships to take advantage of rich 
resources. It might seem a lot to handle, but 
that's the business of Empire for you. 

If you've played any of the previous games 
you'll be pretty familiar with the set up — the use 
of upgrading buildings to produce new troops, 
the need to fortify and garrison frontier posts, 
and the general give and take of each tactical 
encounter. But the move into the black powder 
and high diplomacy of the 18th century brings 
with it many new wrinkles. 


The addition of a fully fleshed out naval 
simulator to the game is probably the most 
obvious new addition. Now, when rival fleets 
butt heads, you get a fully rendered 3D battle 
to fight, right down to individual marines sniping 
from the rigging. Given the importance of piracy 
and sea-borne trade in the period, this is a vital 
addition — fleets can turn privateer and block an 
enemy nation’s trade (thus denying important 
income to build and arm troops), blockade 
ports, guard trade routes and deliver armies. In 
previous games dominating the sea was always 
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an afterthought, but in Empire it’s a necessity. 
Diplomacy is a richer experience, too, and 

each nation or Empire is now far more likely to 
remember past deeds, good and bad. Gone 
are the seeming random backstabs of previous 
titles, though allies will still push the bounds of 
friendship (like the bloody United Provinces army 
that took advantage of my excellent siege work 
to take a city England really wanted —- damned 
cheese eaters!) There’s also the usual array of 
agents — Priests and missionaries, Rakes and 
Gentlemen — that help you influence a region’s 
religion, spy on armies and boost research. 
Which, by the way, is very important in Empire 

— you'll need colleges to unlock new technologies, 
and the three tech trees (Military, Industrial and 


EMPIRE: TOTAL WAR 


Philosophical) can dramatically alter your nation’s 
strengths and weaknesses. 

Finally, you've also got to worry about public 
opinion and what it means for you current 
government. The game features Absolute 
Monarchies, Constitutional Monarchies and 
Republics, and each has their own wrinkle, like 
regular elections that could see your very skilled 
cabinet of ministers get tossed out in favour of a 
bunch of muppets. 

In fact, there’s so much in the strategic portion 
of the game that you could easily auto-manage 
every battle, and still get a lot out of Empire. But, 
of course, you’d miss out on the crowning part 
of the game. 

Everything about the tactical side of things 
has been ramped up and improved. The 
topography of each battle map is a rolling and 
natural recreation of each region, right down 
to proper plant types and weather modelling. 
Individual soldiers look almost as good as 
anything you’d see in a recent first person 
shooter, and ballistics are modelled down to 
individual musket balls or cannon shot. As the 
action of a large battle starts to heat up, smoke 
drifts across the battlefield from burning powder, 
cannon balls bounce through ranks of infantry, 
and cavalry rushes to find a weak flank. 


All the units you'd expect to find on 18th 
century battlefields are present, from mobile 
horse artillery to versatile dragoons. Additionally, 
units are given titles like 16th Regiment of Foot 
as they are created, meaning that even after only 
a few turns you'll start to develop attachments 
to your veteran units and their famous exploits. 
Even each sailing vessel is named, further 
adding to the sense of belonging to the period. 

In fact, the scope of the game is almost too 
broad to cover in such a small space; and we've 
not even had a chance to play any multiplayer 
yet. We're expecting the competitive side to be 
just as excellent, and future content (in a month, 
no less) will open up the larger campaigns 
to multiplayer participation — if anything were 
possible to be Civ-killer, this would be it. 

We gave out first look at Empire an 
Anticipation Rating of 96 per cent; that seems 
a drastic understatement having had a taste 
of the full title. This is a game that demands 
attention from any gamer with merely a passing 
interest in history or strategy. For fans of the Total 
War games, it is nothing less than the defining 
instalment of the series. (=) DH 


PC 


Developer Creative Assembly 
Publisher Sega 


Website http://Awww.sega.com/empire/ 


Graphics : 
Stunning at every level of detail. sees | call 
beat 


Gameplay jee: 
Your loved ones and pets willstarve | ™ 
thanks to your new addictic 


Can’t type; dominating 


Europe. Fnah! 


OF % 
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GAMEPLAY Aare 


awx 


Up, up and away... 


T here are two schools of thought when it 
comes to flight sims. On the one hand you 
have the ultra simulationists, with their Falcon 4s 
and Flight Simulator Xs, and the other you have 
somewhat more forgiving iterations of slipping the 
surly bonds. You know, your, um, Crimson Skies, 
Wing Commanders and other flight-lite types. 

So, if you put those titles on a scale of one 
to ten, with Falcon 4 a ten on the realism and 
simulation scale, and Crimson Skies at one for 
easiness... HAVVX sits firmly around the minus 
four mark. 

The gameplay, story, even to a degree the 
graphics, are all pretty much bog standard. 
You’re a member of an elite airgroup — the 
HAWX (which stands for... Hallowed Acrobatic 
Winged... Xylophones. Or something) — and your 
first mission is in fact the last mission for the unit. 
It's also a convenient introduction to the game’s 
challenges, one of which seems to be finding a 
way to actually use all of the many hundreds of 
missiles your fighter craft can carry. 

Your unit is disbanded before you can even 
work out what it stands for. From there you sign 
up with a private military contractor, which leads 
into many varied missions in many varied and 
exotic locales. 

It's a good thing the game moves about so 
much, because that’s about the only thing that 
really keeps the missions varied — the gameplay 
is basic at best, and repetitive at worst. 
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It's wrong to expect any kind of complexity 
from a console flight sim, but HAWX plummets 
to new depths of bland. You unlock new and 
different aircraft after each mission, and different 
weapon load-outs, but each craft merely feels 
like slower or faster versions of the one boring 
and generic fighter. Enemy aircraft are also kind 
of blah, feeling like they are all flown by the same 
barely-trained twelve year old. 

With attention deficit disorder. And drunk. 

The game features three difficulty modes 


— ‘Normal’, ‘More than Normal’ and ‘This is Really 


Challenging, Whoa’. The thing is, calling them 
difficulty modes is a bit of a misnomer; they're really 
far closer to easy modes. You've got to ramp up 
to the most difficult mode to make the game close 
to a challenge — if 60-odd missiles and nigh-bullet 
proof air-frames can be called difficult. 

It's essentially a highly arcade-focused shoot- 
em-up. The reason this is so incongruous is that 
the Tom Clancy brand is usually... if not realistic, 
then at least doing a good job of pretending to be 
realistic. The Vegas games tries for some good 
weapon modelling, and the original Rainbow 
games were known for their gritty planning modes. 
This is a distinct dumbing down of the brand, the 


equivalent of introducing recharging shields into 
the next Vegas iteration. Sure, Ghost Recon has 
some fantastic elements to make gameplay easier, 
but not at the expense of belief. 

There are rumours that the entire Tom Clancy- 
verse is heading toward a much larger and unified 
model, one where the Ghosts and the pilots of the 
HAWX squadron take on the bad guys together 
in a larger, almost MMO-like manner. Certainly, as 
we've seen in games like the Battlefield series, 
you cannot mix game elements like that without 
losing depth. But, still, if this is a hint of things 
to come... we’re not looking forward to future 
instalments in the series. (@) DH 


(360, PS3, PC, Wii (reviewed on 360), 2) 


Developer: Ubisoft Romania 
Publisher Ubisoft | 
Website www.hawxgame.com | 


Graphics 


Adequate, but without flair. 


Gamepla 
Repetitive nd 


Overall 


Less Eurofighter,-more lame-duck. 
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Project Origin 


Is more of the same enough to keep this sequel up to speed? 


EAR ended, quite literally, with a bang. 

This game starts with one. FEAR 2 shifts 
the focus off the ‘Point Man’ protagonist of the 
original and replaces it with a new soldier-cum- 
MIND-BULLET type called Becket — or Bucket, 
as some of your squadmates call you in the 
introduction level. The banter is of the typical 
elite squad of tough guys variety, but that’s pretty 
much indicative of the entire game: it’s pretty 
much FPS and horror by the numbers. 

But is that such a bad thing? 

Horror is certainly a genre that delivers based 
upon remarkably understood tropes — the 
FPS really isn’t that different. By and large it’s 
impossible to excel in either genre with wild 
innovation. FEAR 2 doesn’t even try, and instead 
sets out to deliver a game of rare polish. 

The story is a direct continuation of the first. 
Alma, the girl-in-a-vat of the first game, has 
gone bug crazy and she — and her creators 

— have a particular interest in Becket. That, and 
in generally messing shit up. The explosion that 
ends the first level affects every level thereafter 
as you fight through abandoned hospitals, blown 
up and deserted schools and other horror 
staples. Each of the levels (levels... how quaint) 
is more or less linear, but you can go off-path 
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to discover new story elemenis and hints. 
Exploration is not the aim of the game, but it is at 
least somewhat rewarded. 

Similarly, the mechanics of the game 

— weapon design and placement, the damage 
model, and so on — are pretty standard, if not 
old-fashioned. Armour pick-ups, health power- 
ups and arbitrary divisions in enemy armament 
are the name of the game. So much so that in 
one level we would not have been at all surprised 
to see a sign on a door saying that all NPCs 
beyond point X must be armed with assault rifles 
or shotguns; or have to remain behind to be 
Beckett-fodder. 

At least those NPCs are on top of their game 

— they use cover and a semblance of tactics in 
your encounters, but some design decisions 
do detract from any sense of verisimilitude. One 
early NPC-type features an external gas-tank on 
its armoured back, which is conveniently easy to 
blow up, causing terminal damage to the wearer 
and any pals. Now who thinks that’s a good 
tactical move? 

The horror elements are well-ernployed, 
from premonitory sequences involving spooky 
playgrounds and some nice foreshadowing 
elements to the inevitable frights and gory creatures, 
but it is — again — nothing we've not seen in the first 
game, or even any other horror title. 

It may sound like we're damning the game 
with faint praise, but the game really is a very 
well put together package. The latest revision of \ 
the Lithtech engine is sharp and detailed, though 
we do agree with some criticisms that it’s sadly 
lacking in detailed physics. Each environment 
you fight through is rich with stuff, but it’s all 
nailed-down and bullet-proof. 


The multi-player portion of the game is 
also solid, and here there are actually some 
interesting takes on the traditional competitive 
modes. One type in particular, where both teams 
battle to unlock a powerful set of powered- 
armour, is a very fresh challenge. 

FEAR 2 is a great game done by the numbers, 
and given that it’s hit every mark, it’s a lot of fun. 
We doubt it’s going to attain the same cult status 
of the original, or be any kind of lasting online 
presence, but it’s certainly a worthy sequel and 
a well told tale of supernatural influence and 
blowing shit up. 

What more can you ask? ((@) DH 


’ 360, PS3, PC (reviewed on PC) 

| Developer Monolith 

7 Publisher Warner Bros. Interactive 
Website www.projectorigingame.com 


| Graphics 

Very striking, with a 
varied colour palate. 
Gameplay 
Well-constructed,t! 


Y, Overall 
Lacking in depth, but still 
very entertaining. Andmaybe 
) a bit scary... 
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GAMEPLAy 4 


HALO WARS 


Halo Wars 


Halo returns in an all-new way... 


E ver since the original Halo came out for 
the Xbox in late 2001, console gamers 
have enjoyed many years of controller-powered 
first-person battles against the Covenant, playing 
the role of Master Chief. Halo Wars is set twenty 
years before the events in Halo, and isn’t your 
typical shooter - it’s a strategy game. 

Acting as a prequel to the Halo trilogy, this 
game takes you out of the green and battered 
helmet of the Master Chief and instead gives 
you command over entire bases and squadrons 
of units. The story has been written to take into 
account these changes, and takes you to the 
UNSC ship — the Spirit of Fire - as you slowly 
come to grips with this whole new take on the 
Halo canon. 


A Spartan Life 


The Spartans were but a legend int 
trilogy, but in Halo Wars they’re a living, 
breathing and above all potent force for 
wreaking havoc upon your enemies. They’re 
especially handy for stealing enemy vehicles, 
and we'll never tire of watching them lay down 
the hurt on an Elite in a Wraith tank, pull him 
out and discard the body before hopping in 
the tank — all in one fluid motion. You can even 
chuck them in your own units to upgrade their 
power and strength! 
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Beginning with the tutorial (both simple and 
advanced) is definitely recommended for the 
brand-new RTS players and even for veterans. 
Since you don’t have anywhere near the 
flexibility of a mouse and keyboard for control 
mapping, everything has to be tweaked just right. 
Thankfully this is something that Ensemble has 
done very well, with selections performed using 
the A button, movement on X, alternate attacks 
on Y and cancelling on B. The camera will auto- 
centre on units to make selecting easy, and you 
can hold down A to generate a ‘paintbrush’ to 
select a larger group of specific units. 

The right and left shoulder buttons let you 
select all your units on screen or worldwide, 
while the D-pad is used for jumping between 
different squadrons of troops. While it all sounds 
quite complex, by the time you’ve been through 
five levels of the singleplayer campaign (there's 
fourteen of them all up) you'll be a natural. 
Moments where you’d need a mouse become 
few and far between, though the controls will 
irritate those less patient initially. 

After each level is completed and before the 
start of the next is a very detailed cinematic, 
both pre-rendered and ingame, that shows 
more of the story behind the Covenant’s interest 
in one specific human colony. Each piece of that 
puzzle had us intrigued and wanting more of it, 
pulling us through the singleplayer campaign at 
a fast pace. The graphical style of the game is 
very nice too — units are detailed, animations are 
excellent (see Spartan Life boxout) and colour 
vibrant — all contributing to giving the game a 
very real sense of deserving the inclusion of Halo 
in its title. 

With a few hours practice under our belt we 
jumped into multiplayer, where you'll spend the 
majority of your time playing this game. It can 
only be done over system link or Xbox Live, but 


there is skill-matching here (so don’t worry about 
being pwnt by someone 2_1337_phwoar_u) 
and a nice party system for 1v1 and up to 3v3. 
There's a decent amount of maps included 

that are very detailed, and should tide you over 
until the release of some more in the form of 
downloads. 

While there is a lot that the game does well, 
there are a few niggles that irked us. First and 
foremost is the pathfinding - we found it to be 
incredibly awkward, with units running halfway 
around the map to get to a point a mere ten 
metres directly in front of them, or failing to even 
make it to the destination. The computer Al is 
wanting at times too, with kamikaze strategies 
the flavour of the month. There's also terrible 
scripting in one of the levels — no matter what 
you do you can’t avoid it, and you'll know the 
one when you reach it early on in the campaign. 

Halo Wars isn’t the revolutionary game 
that Halo once was but underneath high 
expectations for it, this is a solid strategy game 
that is deserving of attention from Halo fans and 


strategy buffs alike. UR 


360 


Ensemble Studios 


Microsoft 
www.xbox.com/en-AU/games/h/halowars/ 


Graphics 
All your favourite units (plus a few 
new ones), and great animation, 


Gameplay 
Can be awkward at tir 
but is usableand/ft 


It's not for everyone, but as 


an.RTS game on a'console it 
deserves.some kudos. 
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° THINGS ° 
TO SEE 


Director Zack Snyder 
Starring Malin Akerman, Billy Crudup, 
Jackie Earle Haley, Jeffrey Dean Morgan 


Nis lucky enough a few months ago to see 
some selected scenes from Zack Snyder's 
Watchmen adaptation. | was excited going 

in, and came out even more so — the scenes 
sparkled with dialogue from the original, and left 
me looking forward to the full release... which | 
have now seen. 

And cannot wait to do so again. 

Repeat viewing is just about the highest 
praise you can give a film, but the reasons for 
them can be many and varied. You might want 
to pick up the detail of the sets and production 
work, or relive the action, or simply because 
there are moments of rare truth and beauty 
or bravura film-making to enjoy over and over. 
Watchmen has all that and more. 

But let’s just get the whole adaptation thing 
out of the way. It’s easy to argue that Watchmen 
is an impossible to film comic, a text that 
belongs only to one medium. Certainly, its 
creator, Alan Moore, has not been backwards 
in coming forward regarding his own views on 
the project, but as a fan of the original, Snyder 
and his writers have done a wonderful job. Sure, 
there’s missing material, and changes have 
been made, but never at the expense of the 
underlying story, or its characters. 

For the uninitiated, Watchmen is more or less 
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the ultimate superhero story. What Alan Moore 
did in the comic, and what Snyder does the 

in the film, is answer the question of just what 
would the world be like if superheroes — or, at 
the very least, masked vigilantes — were real. 
How might history be changed when there are 
men and women who operate outside of the law 
to achieve their ends? 

Essentially... it’s not the happiest of places. 

When the film opens in an alternate 1985 the 
Cold War is at its height, the Doomsday Clock 
is sitting at four minutes to Armageddon, and 
Richard Nixon, fresh from winning his third term 
as US president, is in the White House. From 
there the world of the Masks is opened to us 
in flashbacks and in conversation; masked 
vigilantes are now illegal, but the fraternity 
remains mostly in contact. 

Until one of them is brutally killed and tossed 
from a window — a very high window. 

What follows is part action movie, part 
philosophical musing on the nature of power 
and the American Dream, and part meditation 
on the superhero phenomenon itself. 

The curious thing is that the comic was 
originally released as an adjunct to the popular 
comics of the period, and many characters in the 
Watchmen draw inspiration from heroes such as 
the Blue Beetle, Batman, and even Superman. 

It was released to a comic-buying public that 
understood the language of not only panels and 
the limited colouring and inking of the time, but 
also the language of the genre. In a cinematic 
sense, we've reached a similar turning point. The 
Dark Knight won accolades, Spiderman is a 
household name, and even good old Tony Stark 
has had a very successful outing. 

It's not just comic book nerds who know 
the ins and outs of heroes these days. Though, 
whether the movie-going public is engaged 
enough to appreciate Watchmen on all its levels 
iS another matter. 

Still, even on a superficial level the movie 
excites. The costuming, both of the first 
generation of masks in their hackneyed 
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costumes and the slick latex and metal of the 
modern incarnations is superb — and there's a 
lot of it, too, from Silk Spectre Il’s lovely (and 
revealing) outfit, to the Night Owls hi-tech 
armour and gear. Each action sequence is 
beautifully choreographed and shot, and the 
actors commit wholeheartedly to the physicality 
of their parts. 

And speaking of acting, the casting is truly 
superb, especially Jackie Earle Haley and Jeffrey 
Dean Morgan as Rorschach and The Comedian. 
It's these two characters that many casual 
movie-goers will find most difficult to grok, but 
neither Snyder nor his cast ever flinch from their 
portrayal of these less than perfect but oh so 
human characters. 

That's the trick with Watchmen, really; it’s tale 
that presents heroes as little more than normal, 
fallible people hiding behind secret identities. 
They do the wrong things for the right reasons, 
and even when they try to do good it oft goes 
astray. The film’s tale is not an easy one, nor 
does it end as neatly as many might hope for 

— but it’s all the more important for that. (@) DH 


Overall 
A fantastic piece of movie-making 
that honors the original comi é 
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- An Xbox 360’ 


Justin Robinson mourns the loss of a very dear friend. 


D) eath is something that pretty much everyone 
has to face. Whether it be the death of 
Fluffers, the family cat that you're so attached to 
that people just refer to you both as ‘it’, or the 
loss of Don LaFontaine’s velvety smooth voice, it’s 
something that we all have to deal with at 
some point. 

Of course when it happens to tech, us nerdly 
types have two reactions. We'll take it on the chin, 


grinning and bearing the snuffing out of our most ~ 


favourite CPU that will clock just how we like it, or 
we'll do what | did. The latter is not pretty. 

Being a fan of the popular chainsaw- 
machinegun-toting series Gears of War, and 
feeling a burning desire to get my rotating blades 
of death buried into yet another chest | sat down 
with my Xbox. Setting the mood first with some 
candles, wine and incense, the disc was placed 
into the tray where it was taken powerfully into the 
loins of the console. The cheery whir of the drive 
told me that everything was right with the world, 
as | clutched the controller in childlike anticipation 
at the visceral splendour that was about to 
befall me. 

The door was nailed shut, blinds were closed 
and | ripped the phone’s socket completely out of 
the wall in an attempt to get complete silence. No 
distractions allowed here — there's killing to 
be done. 

With all possible attention-devouring sources of 
annoyance out of my way, | sank back deep into 
my well-worn gaming chair and turned the volume 
up to the level that my neighbours cutely refer to 
as “AAAH, my ears are bleeding!”. They usually 
stop that one after a little while though... 

Starting the game up, the friendly green glow 
from the front of the 360 warmed my techy 
heart. Bliss had come to me in the form that only 
lawyers and politicians seem to truly understand 

— pure, unadulterated, bloody violence. And then 
everything went black. 

Shaking my head, stunned that the forest | 
was busy shooting my way through had suddenly 
disappeared from my screen, | fumbled my way 
to anearby light source. It took me a little while 
to realise just what that light was. Sort of a dark 
orange. ..or even re- 

Uh-oh. 

Three red lights stared back at me, mocking 
through the darkness of my gaming chamber. 

For a while all | could do was to stare back, not 
believing — not wanting to believe. | extended a 


single shaky 
finger and 
poked the 360. 
Pinching myself | held 
the power button, and uttered a 

desperate prayer to all the deities and gods | 
could think of at the time. This had to be a dream. 

Retrying the power button it lit up green. 
Success, it seemed, was teasing me — the three 
red lights returned darker and more powerful than 
before. The room began to swirl around my head. 
This wasn’t something that actually happened to 
me, it’s supposed to happen to someone else! 
Frantically unplugging every cable and peripheral, 
| reconnected and inspected every single part to 
absolutely no avail: 

Fate, it seemed, has denied me my gaming. 
The only natural thing to do in that situation was 
completely forgotten and ignored, and | instead 
dropped to my-knees, throwing my head back in 
a primal scream, packing more emotion into that 
throaty pained wail than witty one-liners in a. Bond 
film. In fact I’m relatively sure | gave the neighbours 
something else to be worried about. Sitting in the 


untimely demise 


dark room another idea came 
to me — bargain. I'll just trade a 
lesser item for the life of my precious chainsaw- 
enabling console. 

Offering up my most favourite box of spare fans 
and cables to whatever spirit is in charge of all things 
tech, | gazed at the roof expectantly. After a time 
(hours, days — minutes?) | picked myself up from the 
floor, and quietly moved to the Xbox itself, holding 
the still-warm plastic shell against me. I'd accepted 
fate, and even though | could hear nothing but the 
staticy hiss from speakers turned up just a little too 
loud, I'd swear that | could hear the last dying moan 
of the 360’s drive as it span its last. 

Tech is something that we get attached to — in 
this case there’s not much closer | could get to the 
box without marrying the damn thing — and any 
loss is terrible. We can only move the tech to the 
graveyard of destroyed and exhausted tech, and 
move on. 

Perhaps 1’ll give the PS3 a try... (6) 
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Manufacturer 


Ui TUL Corporation 
™ WWW.TUL.COM.TW 


Distributor 


+613 9560 3188 (Melbourne) 
+612 9643 1388 (Sydney) 
www.australiait.com.au 


| Australia IT 


| ya Australia I.T. Pty Ltd 
| 
| 


ATi ATi 
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atomic @ 
Video card manufacturer of the year 
ReaderAwards2003 


223 HD +70 


Video Memory: 71GB DDR3 
Engine Clock: 750 MHz 
Memory Clock: 873 MHz x2 
Memory Interface: 128-bit 
Direct Xe Support: 10.1 
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Video Memory: 572MB DDR3 
Engine Clock: 750 MHz 
Memory Clock: 873 MHz x2 
Memory Interface: 128-bit 
Direct Xe Support: 10.1 


RON) 

SWE 
Professional —= oA 
Cooling System: 


www LOD 

Video Memory: 71GB DDR2 
Engine Clock: GOO MHz 
Memory Clock: 400 MHz x2 


Memory Interface: 128-bit 
Direct Xe Support: 10.1 


Premium Resellers 


| www.auspcmarket.com.au www.scorptec.com.au 
www.techbuy.com.au 
www.umart.com.au 
www.pccasegear.com.au 


www.i-tech.com.au 
www.pcmaniacs.com.au 
www.skycomp.com.au 


@ ALTECH 


COMPUTERS 


WWW.-ALTECHCOMPUTERS.CO.NZ 


ALLIS 


Keletlon 


NSW 


AusPCMarket 
02 9646 8000 


www.auspcmarket.com.au 


ARC Computers 
02 9748 8322 


www.arc.com.au 


Digital Star 


02 8748 6800 
www.digitalstar.com.au 


Computer 


QLD 


Umart Online 


07 3369 3928 
www.umart.com.au 


Game Dude Pty Ltd 


07 3387 1500 
www.gamedude.com.au 


Computer Alliance 
07 3420 3200 


www.computeralliance.com.au 
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Case Design 


Okay, so we skipped 
a few generations. 


The Skeleton Case from Antec is here, ahead of time! 


VIC ” 
Centrecom 
1300 007 601 


www.centrecom.com.au 


Computers & Parts Land 


03 9548 7088 
www.cplnet.au 


Scorpion Technology 


1300 762 770 
www.scorptec.com.au 


WA 


Austin Computers 
08 92012 788 


www.umart.com.au 


Game Dude Pty Ltd 


08 9242 7288 
www.netplus.comau 


PLE Computers 


08 9309 4771 
www.ple .com.au 


SA 


Allneeds Computers 
08 8211 8661 


www.allneeds.com.au 


Getright Computers 


08 8231 0622 
www.getright.com.au 


Believe it. 


TAS : 


Tasmanian Principal Computers 
03 6234 5677 


www.tasmanianpc.com.au . 


Taspro Computers | 


03 6424 1911 
www.taspro.com.au 


